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Abstract

The importance of free, shared, and socially promoting places in the urban setting cannot be
overstated. However, current forces of attractiveness-ideals and marketization in Swedish
urban planning contribute to adverse effects on social cohesion and community in the nation.
Access to spatial necessities, vital in accommodating social needs, increasingly depends on the
possession of social- and economic capital. This contributes to increased inequalities amongst
the population, with people of least claim bearing the brunt. The study utilizes the concept of
social infrastructure as guidance in understanding how the physical conditions of the urban
environment determine the possibilities for social interactions and social cohesion. The aim of
the study is to uncover the needs for social infrastructure in a Swedish case context and reveal
opportunities in the facilitation of social infrastructure amongst Swedish municipalities.

The study focuses on Swedish public sector, specifically the municipal sector, as this is deemed
a relevant sector who carry the means of promoting capacious measures. Research is
conducted through a case study in Malmo municipality, southern Sweden. The public library
is used as a representative typology for social infrastructure in the study. Qualitative methods
are utilized, which constitutes semi-standardized interviews with library sector staff and
structured site-visits to two different libraries in Malmo. Findings reflect spatial importance of
libraries in Malmo and that there is need for increased social infrastructure in the municipality.
Furthermore, findings indicate a strained public sector, implying that opportunities are small
in terms of promotion through municipal management. Community-based, bottom-up
approaches are instead suggested as more relevant in municipalities’ facilitation of social
infrastructure. The study suggests further research into this category of solutions. Although
the study is mapped to a Swedish municipal context, the findings could also be of relevance
globally.
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Sammanfattning

Vikten av gemensamma, avgiftsfria, och socialt fraimjande platser i den urbana miljon kan inte
overskattas. Dock bidrar raddande attraktivitetsideal och marknadisering i svensk
stadsplanering till ogynnsamma effekter pa social sammanhallning och gemenskap i landet.
Atkomsten till rumsliga nédvindigheter, vitala for att tillgodose sociala behov, beror i allt
hogre grad pa innehavet av socialt- och ekonomiskt kapital. Detta bidrar till 6kad ojamlikhet
bland invédnare, dar de med minst ansprak bar bordan. Studien anviander konceptet social
infrastruktur som vagledning for att forsta hur fysiska forutsiattningar i den urbana miljon
avgor mojligheterna till social interaktion och social sammanhéllning. Syftet med studien ar
att identifiera behoven av social infrastruktur i en svensk fallkontext och identifiera
mojligheter i fraimjandet av social infrastruktur bland svenska kommuner.

Studien fokuserar pa den svenska offentliga sektorn, specifikt den kommunala sektorn,
eftersom denna sektor anses forfoga over de resurser som kravs for att frimja rumsliga
atgiarder. Arbetet genomfors utifrdn en fallstudie i Malmoé kommun, sodra Sverige.
Folkbibliotek anvinds som en representativ typologi for social infrastruktur i studien.
Kvalitativa metoder tillimpas, vilka bestar av semistandardiserade intervjuer med personal
inom bibliotekssektorn och strukturerade platsbes6k hos tvé olika bibliotek i Malmo.
Resultaten aterspeglar bibliotekens rumsliga betydelse i Malmo, samt att det existerar ett
behov av 6kad social infrastruktur i kommunen. Resultaten indikerar dessutom en anstrangd
offentlig sektor, vilket antyder att mojligheterna ar sma nir det giller frimjande genom
kommunal forvaltning. I stillet foreslas gemenskapsbaserade, medborgar-initierade, metoder
som mer relevanta i kommuners frimjande av social infrastruktur. Vidare forskning inom
denna kategori foreslas. Aven om studien ir kartlagd till en svensk kommunal kontext, kan
resultaten ocksa vara relevanta globalt.
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1. Introduction

Social interactions constitute the building blocks of society, and the physical conditions of our
environments determine the possibilities for these interactions (Klinenberg, 2018). Free and
accessible spaces allow people to partake in society on a democratic basis, build social
cohesion, and exercise their humanity (Katz, 2006; Mitchell, 2003). As a result of the post-
industrial shift in Sweden, the development of urban spaces is increasingly guided by
attractiveness ideals (Bliicher & Graninger, 2006). Such development can yield reduced access
to spatial necessities, where privatization, gentrification, and commercialization have been
documented as growing forces in the increasingly global city (Zukin, 2010). To generate
income, Swedish municipalities are experiencing a great need to sell land to private developers,
rather than to plan for and invest in social sustainability (Zakhour & Metzger, 2018). As such,
the availability of free, shared, and socially promoting places is decreasing. Access to
necessities that can accommodate social needs increasingly depends on the possession of
social- and economic capital.

Decreased opportunities for social interactions can also lead to increased dissonance and
polarization between population groups (Mitchell, 2003; Kohn, 2004). Those in higher
socioeconomic positions are increasingly dissociated with the importance of free and accessible
space. Groups with least claim are likely to bear the brunt of adverse urban developments. As
such, adverse effects towards social cohesion and the facilitation of a healthy society. Thus,
opportunities for meetings, social interaction, and access to spaces that can accommodate
social needs are becoming increasingly important in urban Sweden.

Considerations towards social inclusion and spatial accessibility are directly related to several
of the UN Goals towards social sustainability. This includes Goal 11. Sustainable Cities and
Communities (Government Offices of Sweden, 2015), as well as Goal 3. Good Health and
Wellbeing, Goal 5. Gender Equality, and Goal 10. Reduced Inequalities (Boverket, 2022). The
Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket) states (translated from
Swedish):

"Living environments that are inclusive and encourage encounters between people can
contribute to creating societal conditions for more equal health and sustainable
development. [...] Planning that promotes social inclusion creates the conditions for
more people to be able and want to live in our shared living environments. It helps to
make more perspectives, such as children's perspectives, the perspective of the elderly,
gender equality perspectives, universal design, and more, visible in the built
environment and in public space”

(Boverket, 2022)

In Sweden, municipalities have responsibility over the political governing of planning matters
and the built environment within each owns’ borders (Boverket, 2025). Furthermore, Swedish
municipalities operate as self-government, and they constitute widespread service-and welfare
responsibilities. However, there are currently considerable concerns in nationwide difficulties
for many municipalities in achieving their service- and welfare assignments (SOU, 2020:8).
This includes growing and deferred investment needs, growing demands for services and
welfare, and skills to cope with sustainable development. As such, the development of a
sustainable urban environment presupposes appropriate and considerate measures.
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1.1 Aim, research questions, and scope

The collected argumentation above highlights the social implications of the built environment
and the adverse effects on social cohesion and community that current forces of attractiveness
ideals and marketization bring unto the Swedish urban setting. The study utilizes the concept
of social infrastructure, combined with a theoretical framework of urban theory, in
understanding how the physical conditions of the urban environment determine the
possibilities for social interactions and social cohesion. Social infrastructure can be defined as:
“the physical places and organizations that shape the way people interact (and) the physical
conditions that determine whether social capital develops.” (Klinenberg, 2018, p 5).

The aims of the study are to understand the needs of social infrastructure in a Swedish
municipal context and to identify opportunities in the facilitation of social infrastructure in
Sweden. Amongst public, private, and community-based social infrastructure, the study
focuses on public social infrastructure in answering the research questions. As stated, the
municipal sector provides a great share of all services in Sweden, where much of social
infrastructure is included. This choice is especially relevant, considering the nationwide
challenges many Swedish municipalities face in achieving their welfare- and service
assignments (SOU, 2020:8). Although there are sociopolitical and cultural characteristics of
Sweden that differ from other places around the world, the findings of this study could be
valuable in other global contexts as well.

The study considers public libraries a representative typology for social infrastructure and
conducts a case study of Malmo municipality, southern Sweden, where findings are to be
generalized for Swedish municipal sector overall. Public libraries fall under municipal
management in Sweden. Semi-standardized interviews and structured site-visits conducted at
different libraries in Malmo6 are made to gather empirical material. Methods are described
further in Chapter 3.

Research questions:

e 1. What role does the library have as social infrastructure in Malmo and what needs
for social infrastructure exist in the municipality?

e 2. What labor and resources is required in operating the library spaces in Malmo6?

e 3. What opportunities in the facilitation of social infrastructure among Swedish
municipalities can be suggested through the study of municipal sector in Malméo?

A more detailed derivation to these questions is given in Chapter 2, Conceptual Framework.
The chapter also provides an in-depth understanding of the concept of social infrastructure,
together with contemporary urban theory on public environments and current urban
developments of Sweden. Furthermore, a derivation to the library as a representative typology
for social infrastructure is made.



1.2 Background

This section aims at describing the municipal role in Sweden, their responsibilities in
governing and political decision making. Furthermore, a presentation of current challenges
that municipalities face in terms of achieving their service-and welfare assignments. The
background on municipal sector is provided as this constitutes the sector of research for this
study. Furthermore, a description of public libraries is given as to provide background
knowledge to the social-infrastructure-typology of choice.

The municipal self-government of Sweden

In Sweden, the areas of responsibility for public (municipal) sector are widespread, in terms of
providing welfare and different services (Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD], 2023). The shares of expenditures and employment within public
sector are large compared to international levels. Furthermore, the municipalities constitute
local self-government (SOU, 2020:8). The Swedish Government Official Reports states
(translated from Swedish):

“The strong position of the municipal level is based on the idea that the local political
level is the best suited arena for citizens to exercise influence over and influence
decisions that concern the common good. The idea of municipal self-government is also
characterized by the fact that transparency and accountability are facilitated if there
is close contact between elected officials and voters. Decisions can also be adapted to
local conditions, and operations thereby become more efficient”

(SOU, 2020:8, p 99)

In terms of the built environment, municipalities have both responsibility in authority and
political decision-making within their borders (Boverket, 2025). Firstly, municipalities have
responsibility over all governing relating to The Planning and Building Act (PBL). Secondly,
municipalities exercise political governing over matters relating to the development, use, and
preservation of land-and water. Specifically, municipalities exercise political governing on a
comprehensive scale and have limited power in detailed matters.

In the context of the Swedish municipal self-government and their widespread responsibilities,
there are currently considerable concerns in nationwide difficulties for many municipalities in
achieving their service and welfare assignments. According to the most recent investigation by
the aforementioned Swedish Government Official Reports (SOU, 2020:8), reasons lie in
aspects such as demographic development and a fast rate of urbanization. Furthermore,
polarization between municipalities is increasing. These regards, amongst several factors,
population, competence, and economic leverage. As such, challenges are particular among less
populated municipalities where the municipal economy and access to competency are already
weak. The report states that (translated from Swedish):

"The overall image is that municipalities are facing several specific challenges that will
also increase in strength in the foreseeable future. These are primarily:

» weaker economy



« difficulties with personnel and skills supply
« establishment and integration of recently immigrated
« growing and deferred investment needs
« growing demands for services and welfare
« skills to cope with climate change and sustainable development”
(SOU, 2020:8, p 26)

Public libraries in Sweden

A spatial infrastructure that constitutes a substantial share of free public spaces in Sweden are
the municipal public libraries (Folkbibliotek). According to the Library Act (Sveriges riksdag,
2013: 801), every Swedish municipality is assigned to operate public libraries. Municipalities
are to conduct this responsibility according to a set of assignments. These relate to aspects such
as equal rights, democracy, access to knowledge, promotion of learning, cultural life, and civil
society. Furthermore, the act states that the library should be accessible for all people and
catered to the citizens’ needs. Recent reports by the library sectors largest labor union (DIK
Fackforbund, 2023 & 2025) suggests concerns regarding resource shortages, low wages and
challenging work-conditions amongst staff. This has sparked debate within the sector,
regarding what role public libraries are supposed to have as public services and to what extent
(SVT Nyheter, 2025a & 2025b).



2. Conceptual framework

This chapter presents the definition of social infrastructure used in this study. This definition
is then critically addressed through Marxist perspectives. As such, acknowledging that there
are different ways to understand the facilitation of civic engagement, social cohesion and
community. Continuing, theory on public space is presented, as to flesh out the body of
knowledge for the analytical framework. Here, the role of public space and current urban
developments in Sweden are addressed. In particular, how space is managed, utilized, and
perceived by different actors. A review of previous research on the library as a social
infrastructure is made, as to further understand the role of the library as a social infrastructure.
Both the collected theory and the empirical review make strong indication that libraries hold
important qualities as social infrastructure. As such, it indicates a relevance for choosing the
library as representative typology for social infrastructure. The empirical review also provides
knowledge on current issues concerning the library typology. As such, it provides knowledge
for deriving the specific research questions for this study, which are presented at the end of the
chapter.

Literature for the conceptual framework is derived from a starting interest in public space,
where the aim was to identify topics relevant for this thesis. Sources of literature come from
previous classes at the School of Architecture and the Built Environment, as well as
recommendations from faculty members. Books on public space theory available for free
following a deaccession at the Division of Urban and Regional Studies in spring of 2025 also
made up asource of literature. It is important to note that ideas and perspectives pertaining to
the built environment are varied and can differ, which will be seen in the coming section. Views
amongst theorists are situated in epistemological and ideological differences (MacCallum et
al., 2019). As such, different theoretical frameworks applied to the same study could yield
different analytical outcomes. However, a theoretical framework is necessary for the
formulation of research questions and the analytical delimitation of the study.

2.1 Social infrastructure and social capital

Klinenberg (2018) defines social infrastructure as: “the physical places and organizations that
shape the way people interact (and) the physical conditions that determine whether social
capital develops.” (p 5). Klinenberg argues that social interaction make up the building blocks
of society, and that the physical conditions of our environment determine the possibilities for
these interactions. Klinenberg states that people do not necessarily interact to foster social
connections, but that the social infrastructure makes it so that connections and social capital
nonetheless are created. And when social infrastructure is missing, people are left to fend for
themselves.

Besides economic growth, which does not necessarily imply equal return for all citizens,
Klinenberg (2018) states that there are three foundations for the rebuilding of civil society. The
first foundation is technocratic and involves the physical engineering of infrastructure with the
purpose of enhancing security, allowing people and goods to flow. Secondly, civic engagement
is necessary, as it binds communities together through voluntary associations. The third
foundation, Klinenberg’s thesis, is through social infrastructure. The type of infrastructure that
is included in the terminology is capaciously defined by Klinenberg. The typology can be
categorized into public-, private- and community-based social infrastructure. Public
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institutions, outside environments, local businesses, commercial spaces, and community
organizations are examples of infrastructure that by definition hold capacious qualities or in
many cases do so.

Klinenberg’s (2018) definition of social infrastructure is based on the concept of social capital,
which requires further explanation. Putnam (2020) argues that social capital makes up the
social networks amongst individuals and the reciprocity and trustworthiness that follows. As
such, it benefits both the individual and those around. Putnam states:

“Social capital can thus be simultaneously a “private good” and a “Public good”. Some
of the benefits of an investment in social capital goes to bystanders, while some [...]
redounds to the immediate interests of the person making the investment”

(Putnam, 2020, p 20)

Putnam (2020) puts forth several arguments for why social capital is of benefit for society. It
ranges from increased health, happiness, and sense of belonging, that comes from active
partaking in social life, to local effects of decreased crime in neighborhoods. However, what
makes up a major argument by Putnam, is that social capital is necessary for the economic and
democratic functioning of society.

Opportunity for critique

Klinenberg (2018) utilizes Putnam in the argumentation for social infrastructure. Although
Putnam’s (2020) argumentation on social capital and civic engagement is favorable, it is of
relevance to address the urban economy that Putnam’s argumentation is situated in. The
theorist argues that the social networks formed by civic engagement increase the likelihood of
citizens becoming wage earners. This would in turn benefit the individual, as well as the
neighborhood socioeconomic status. Ultimately leading to effects of prosperity on city-and
nationwide scales. Putnam repeatedly uses terms such as “effective”-and “productive” citizens,
as something inherently positive. Moving on to the aspect of democracy, Putnam expresses a
particular focus on how civic engagement will ultimately lead to increases in voting-shares but
does not criticize current flaws of the democratic system.

By introducing a Marxist perspective, critiques can be made towards the framework identified
above. Reading Putnam’s (2020) argumentation, it could be argued that the end goal of the
construction of social capital is to feed into the ruling economic and political systems of the
(US) nation. Structures that could in themselves be seen as disruptive towards community and
social cohesion. Hayden (1981), utilizing a materialist feminist perspective, describes how the
modern household structure impacts the need for interdependence, reciprocity, care and
mutual favors amongst citizens. Through the modern wage system, households are entirely
dependent on employment in meeting basic needs, such as groceries or welfare services. As
such, socially disruptive on a community scale, as there is less room for interaction or helping-
out beyond the household sphere.

Utilizing Hayden’s (1981) argumentation, it could be argued that Putnam’s (2020) social
capital is required for the continuation of the dominating economic and political system. That
trust and social cohesion is necessary for the collective accordance to this system, and that



basic needs are to be facilitated through this. As such, that social capital is not inherently
connected to community, reciprocity or helping each other out. The point of this section’s
critical detour is to understand that Putnam’s (2020), and in turn Klinenberg’s (2018),
argumentation on social capital and social infrastructure are situated in certain economic and
political beliefs. Furthermore, of which the dominating structures can be critiqued on issues
relating to social cohesion and reciprocity. This detour works as an opportunity to allow for
critique on concepts that will be used for the rest of the study. It also works to highlight that
there are different ways of viewing the issues in focus.

Lastly, it is worth noting that Klinenberg’s (2018) argumentation on social infrastructure is
made in the backdrop of an American context, particularly the theorists experience of studying
the city of Chicago’s resource deprived neighborhoods. However, it is assumed that the
argumentation is meant to be applicable in global contexts as well.

2.2 Recent developments in urban planning

The attractiveness of cities and neighborhoods, ways in which to achieve higher social- and
economic qualities to urban spaces, constitute central ideas in contemporary planning and city
governing. This applies to both Sweden and abroad contexts. Bliicher & Graninger (2006)
derive the “attractive” shift amongst Swedish cities during the last decades to post-industrial
forces. The authors state (translated from Swedish):

"[P]reviously, we as individuals and workers moved to the jobs, now the jobs are
moving to the labor force. This change has led to increased competition between cities.
Successful urban development today requires a well-thought-out strategy for how the
city can provide such qualities that it can assert itself in competition with other cities.
Today, the individual's choice of place of residence is determined by several factors:
labor market, housing market, leisure options, educational opportunities, etc. The point
that can be made is that contemporary research indicates that culture and cultural
environment are factors that weigh heavily on the individual's choice of place of
residence"

(Bliicher & Graninger, 2006, p 159)

The attractiveness of cities can also be seen in an international context. Through a historical
study of New York city, Zukin (2010) describes how revitalization has been utilized as a tool
to make inner city areas attractive, following the migration of the middle class to the suburbs.
Today, these processes continue through what can be described as “Domestication through
cappuccino”. As Zukin puts it, rough areas are upgraded to feel more comfortable through the
introduction of new cafes, cocktail bars and restaurants. This sort of revitalization process has
attracted people with bigger economic means than those already living in these areas. Through
such processes of gentrification, increased amounts of high-end commercial spaces can open.
New workplaces for the creative class replace local businesses and apartments are renovated
to further increase their costs and value. These processes can also entail that natives are forced
to leave their neighborhoods.

The changing views towards the social- and economic value of space described above have also

led to change in public perception. Mitchell (2003) addresses how the global middle- and
upper classes are increasingly less attached to space. Processes of globalization cause a sort of
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dissociation with space through consumption. Space is increasingly meant to be consumed,
and the perception of the inherent value and need of free public space as such decreases. The
groups of people left out, of globalization, are instead the poor and homeless populations. As
such, the middle and upper classes are also increasingly disassociated with why free space is
essential for human life.

Parallel to the last decades’ post-industrial forces on Swedish cities, the economic governing
over land in the country has also gone through drastic change. Following the national recession
of the 1990s, Swedish municipal governing has allowed for increased private initiatives- and
control in the development of land. Zakhour & Metzger (2018) states (translated from
Swedish):

"From being more or less a formality, land allocations changed during the recession to
an incentive for developers to find unique or innovative solutions for developing land
that was considered economically or technically difficult to develop. Now developers
would, on their own initiative, find suitable sites to build on, come up with a sufficiently
competitive project idea, and if the land was owned by the municipality, apply for a
land allocation from the development office, the administration responsible for the
city's land. In practice, the Stockholm Model thus meant a shift of the planning initiative
Jfrom the municipality to the market"

(Zakhour & Metzger, 2018, p 186)

Zakhour & Metzger (2018) continue by stating that this shift also altered the resource
allocation towards public environments. The market-based development of today’s
municipalities often does not allow for investments towards social concerns, such as measures
against segregation or investments towards public spaces.

2.3 A closer look at public space

The historic background of the previous section provides insight into the current governing-
and planning of urban environments amongst Swedish municipalities. Urban spaces are
political matters, influenced by the decisions of actors in power. Furthermore, the section
implies how processes such as revitalization, gentrification and privatization can result in the
displacement of people from the spatial necessities and qualities they once had access to.
Lastly, as stated by Mitchell (2003), there is an increased global dissociation towards the value
of space and the importance of accessibility. This summary provides a segue into the typology
of public space, which is directly related to the concept of social infrastructure. Furthermore,
it provides opportunity to shed light on the groups of population for which adverse urban
developments are most pressing and for which accessible public environments are an essential
need.

By looking at the development of New Yorks Union Square, Zukin (2010) argues that an
increase in private property owners can lead to increased control over who and what activities
are allowed in public spaces. This leads to what the author refers to as The Public Space
Paradox. A public space may seem to contain a high diversity of people who all get along, but
underneath are powers that dictate what behaviors are allowed. There are profit opportunities
in increasing the safety of public places, and as such controlling what behavior is allowed.
Furthermore, city politicians may also see benefits in achieving increased safety and order in
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such places. However, Zukin argues that this is problematic from perspectives of power-and
democracy. Power is put into the hands of the private sector and the “openness” of the public
space, allowing anyone to partake, is subverted to instead create a controlled space where only
certain types of behaviors are allowed.

Certain population groups, of stable social- and economic positions, may not be directly
affected by the shape of public space in our paradigm of consumption society. Children and
families constitute a sensitive group however. Katz (2006), on the topic of social reproduction
and public environments, argues that social reproduction is a collective responsibility and as
such how public spaces should not be relegated to private interests. Children constitute a
critical group, as they require spaces to conduct- play and interaction with others in their
development as humans. Katz states:

"Among the consequences of children's restricted access to public environments are loss
of opportunity for gross motor development that comes from active physical play in
open spaces; lost opportunities for developing spatial skills and geographical
knowledge [...] and lost opportunity for children to build an autonomous culture”

(Katz, 2006, p 115)

A mapping of basic necessities also puts light on homelessness. In the backdrop of an
increasing dissociation of the inherent value and importance of free space, Mitchell (2003)
states the absolute importance of public space for the homeless population. In the era of
privatized sectioning of space, those without a home are relegated to living in public spaces.
Here, utilizing a Marxist perspective, Mitchell argues that capitalism must continuously
appropriate space in the destruction and construction of new capital. As such, homeless people
need to be removed from these spaces. Furthermore, one of the inherent functions of
capitalism is that it produces a poor population as “a function of the accumulation of capital”
(p 173). This paradox facilitates that the homeless (not homelessness) are ultimately required
to be removed from all space in a capitalist system. Mitchell argues that homelessness is not
voluntary, and as such the use of public space is necessary for these people’s survival.

Public spaces which express diversity can also function as an opposing pole to excluding
development, more specifically it can contribute to people’s understanding and acceptance
towards others. Kohn (2004) states that segregating development, like privatization, does not
only cause physical segregation between people but change in mental perception towards
others as well. Perceived “dangers” are exacerbated and recognition of inequalities are
weakened. Here, public space functions as important arena for encounters with others and the
fostering of inclusion. The author states:

Even when members of different groups do not engage in formal political discussion,
exposure to others may help offset the mutual fear and suspicion fostered by
segregation. It is difficult to feel solidarity with strangers if we never inhabit places
that are shared with people who are different”

(Kohn, 2004, p 8)
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Kohns’ (2004) statements on mental perception connects back to the previous discussion on
dissociation of space (Mitchell, 2003), and as such further solidifies the importance of places
for meetings.

2.4 Concluding the theory

The purpose of the theoretical run-through is to present analytical material for the study.
Another important purpose is to provide knowledge that fleshes out and corroborates
Klinenberg’s (2018) terminology of social infrastructure. The collected argumentation
highlights the social implication of urban environments. Free and accessible urban spaces, that
allow for the facilitation of social interaction, are vital in society. Furthermore, argumentation
highlights the role of planning and governing on outcomes concerning the urban environment.
Current Swedish municipal governing is suggested to exacerbate processes of displacement
and the dissolvement of communities. Furthermore, groups with the least say are implied as
more likely to bear the brunt of such developments. A third purpose of the collected theory is
to identify what should not be seen as solutions when working with the term social
infrastructure. An important extraction is the common hesitancy towards privatization as a
solution. Klinenberg’s (2018) category of privately managed social infrastructure, such as
commercial spaces, is therefore not considered a route for solution in this thesis.

Many suggestions of important social infrastructure can be drawn from the collected theory.
The study’s choice of libraries as a representative typology is relevant, as they (in Sweden) are
free to access, shared, and provide indoor environments. According to the collected theory,
these are qualities that should constitute good social infrastructure. Klinenberg (2018) has
suggested the library as an important social infrastructure. Audunson (2005) argues for the
library’s role as a physical space, especially in today’s multicultural society. Audunson states
that western society has seen a fragmentation of cultural community across the 20t century,
which has been accompanied by the immigration of non-Western populations and the rise of
the internet. The increase in cultural pluralism has decreased the pre-requisites for cultural
cohesion across different communities. As such, Audunson argues that the role of the public
library is not only to provide access to information and knowledge, but also that they should
constitute the physical conditions for cross-cultural meetings. Audunson states:

"[A] new dimension has been added to the libraries’role as instruments for democracy.
Today, we become partisans for democracy by providing low-intensive meeting-places
that can promote cross-cultural contact and communication. [...] Redefining the
library’s role as a meeting place in a multicultural and digital context [...] revitalizes,
paradoxically enough, the importance of the library as a physical space”

(Audunson, 2005, p 438)

2.5 Previous research on the library as a physical space

The collected theory of the previous section implies that libraries constitute important social
infrastructure. To provide further knowledge to this implication, a detailed understanding of
the library as a social infrastructure is made in this section. An overview on current research is
made, focusing on libraries as a physical space. The review also acts to provide knowledge
required to derive what specific research questions will be relevant to study for this typology,
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which are presented at the end of this chapter. The review constitutes peer-reviewed articles
published in academic journals. The academic search tool Scopus has been used in accessing

articles. Search terms “library”, “social infrastructure”, “public space”, and “Sweden” have been
used in different combinations.

Findings from the review

Research seems to indicate a perception amongst librarians that libraries make important
public spaces. Furthermore, indicating that the library is an important space for the facilitation
of community and should be welcoming for everyone. Johnston et al. (2022), in a European-
wide study on librarian perception towards spatial qualities, found a high ranking towards
qualities related to aspects such as meeting place and open discourse. Results show that
librarians perceive aspects connected to the library as a physical space in high regard,
specifically as a valuable meeting place and space for open citizen discourse. In a Helsinki study
by Mady & Hewidy (2025), interviewed staff agreed that the libraries should be open for all
user groups, especially emphasizing the marginalized, such as homeless. Furthermore, respect
for library norms were valued highly.

A study by Reid & Mesjar (2023) corroborates the importance of the library as a physical space.
The study highlights how the library is an important space for community and social
interaction. The study looks at how Scottish libraries experienced the physical lockdown of its
spaces and shift to digital during the Covid-19 pandemic. The study states that:

"Lockdown and the closure of all libraries brought sharply into focus the importance
and value of physical space; gone were all community events, activities, groups and
gatherings that libraries are normally able to offer. [...] [T]he strongest testimony of all
is about the absolute, irrevocable centrality of the physical space of the public library
within communities"

(Reid & Mesjar, 2023, p 315-316)

Continuing with the digital paradigm’s influence on the library, research suggests that it might
be difficult replacing physical assets with internet solutions. A US study by Bettivia &
Stainforth (2023), aimed at evaluating the tensions that exist in the conjunction of the public
sphere and the digital space, reveals that the digital sphere can be limited in access. As such,
contradictory to certain technological imaginaries. The researchers also found that it is difficult
to identify a digital public without the rigorous work of clear definition or material
identification. By studying the US non-profit project DPLA, the authors state:

"To some extent, the DPLA bears out the myth of the digital sublime [...], wherein faith
that technology will solve social issues proves both unfounded and illustrative of
liberatory and limiting possibilities. [...] We found that the imagined audiences for such
spaces, who correspond with traditional library communities, do not exist in the
absence of physical infrastructure”

(Bettivia & Stainforth, 2023, p 711-712)

Research also suggests that the library can be important in meeting basic needs, especially

among disadvantaged citizens. Reid & Mesjar (2023) highlights how libraries can be necessary
in accessing technological services like the internet, as important roofed spaces, and as safe
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environments. Accounts from the Covid-19 lockdown saw people lining up to use the different
services available in the libraries. A northeastern US study by Kriegel et al. (2023) suggests the
importance of free, non-commercial, indoor spaces with amenities. Spaces where basic services
are provided. By studying formerly incarcerated people with serious mental illnesses, libraries
were perceived as important in the immediate time following prison release. They offered free
stay, without requirement to perform. A space for resting, reading, socializing, meeting with
peers, and more. Furthermore, technologies like computers or charging ports were important
as well. Indicating a wide need and use of different amenities.

Some researchers suggest that the increased dependance on libraries in meeting basic needs
should be seen as problematic. Schloffel-Armstrong (2025) suggests that contemporary
narratives surrounding the library can be depoliticized and lack critical reflection over
increased basic needs and labor burdens reflected in library spaces. The author states that:

"[T]his celebration of the public library is often depoliticized, without a wider
engagement with the political economy of the contemporary city, and the restructuring
of public services and urban space that have led to the emergence of more daily survival
needs ending up within library spaces"

(Schloffel-Armstrong, 2025, p 3)

A Dutch study by van Melik & Merry (2023), highlights critique on the increasing care and
social reproduction-needs that are reflected in library spaces. Furthermore, how staff are not
always equipped to deal with these demands. The study argues that the role of the library has
changed from primarily being a place for accessing knowledge to also becoming a social
infrastructure, which includes new purposes such as social activities and a place for care.

Power structures, norms, and user experience are also of concern within research. Peterson
(2023) states that a sense of belonging amongst all user groups is only possible if tension and
friction are allowed to exist. As such, highlighting how conflict and friction is essential for the
democratic function of the library space. However, this can be subverted for the comfort of
some and the discomfort of others. Peterson states:

"[T]he paper emphasizes the importance of addressing uncomfortable and uneasy
feelings in micro urban spaces [...] particularly spaces of togetherness like public
libraries. These feelings can unveil power structures that influence who is able to
comfortably engage with a space and its atmosphere and who is not"

(Peterson, 2023, p 7)

Another issue of user experience concern accessibility. Sarmiento & Duarte (2023), through a
US study on children, argue that increased distances to libraries resulted in a worse user
experience. The article highlight how large travel distances, within regular trips, to places of
service can reveal inequality in access amongst population groups. Particularly amongst those
with less fortunate transportation options. The authors state:

"The relationships among school, library, and home that youth experience can provide

a different lens to examine the inclusivity of these institutions and the community as a
whole"
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(Sarmiento & Duarte, 2023, p 398)

2.6 Implications for the study and the research questions

Although an aim of the empirical review was to gather research conducted within Sweden, most
research ended up stemming from either other places in Europe or the US. Nonetheless, the
findings are deemed relevant. The findings suggest that libraries have an important role as
physical spaces, for community building and social interaction. Furthermore, it seems to
constitute an essential space amongst certain population groups. Especially for those in
disadvantaged positions. However, findings also suggest that the dependance on libraries in
meeting certain needs could be problematic. Research indicates compromises amongst other
urban resources and increases in labor burden on libraries. The empirical review implies that
the library constitutes a relevant social-infrastructure-typology for study. It suggests similar
qualities to Klinenberg’s (2018) definition of the concept. Furthermore, it suggests a space that
holds certain advantages, as it is not privately operated and allows the presence of all citizens.
Qualities implied as important based on the collected theory of Section 2.2 and 2.3. These
findings give way to the first research question of the study:

e 1. What role does the library have as social infrastructure in Malmo and what needs
for social infrastructure exist in the municipality?

Although both the collected theory and the review of the library typology suggests that libraries
would be of spatial importance in a city like Malmo, the purpose of the first research question
is to provide contextual understanding of the conditions and needs of this particular place. The
research by Schloffel-Armstrong (2025) and van Melik & Merry (2023) imply that the current
position libraries are facing might be problematic, suggesting unwarranted labor
responsibilities for this sector. It suggests a critical factor in the potential of libraries as public
social infrastructure. This critical factor, which can be viewed as the operational factor, makes
the basis of the study’s second research question:

e 2. What labor and resources is required in operating the library spaces in Malmo?

The second research question highlights that social infrastructure needs to be produced, or in
other words created. In the case of libraries, through staff, resource investments, and
organizational labor. The staffing of the space also relate to the “social” aspect of the “social
infrastructure” terminology. Conditions of Malmo’s public sector can be facilitated by the
second research question. This constitutes important knowledge in understanding what
municipal management can achieve in terms of measures towards public social infrastructure.
Together, the first and second research questions provide the information to answer the third,
and final, question:

e 3. What opportunities in the facilitation of social infrastructure among Swedish
municipalities can be suggested through the study of municipal sector in Malmo?

This question aims to identify opportunities and solutions in the facilitation of social

infrastructure, applicable to Swedish municipalities nationwide. The findings could also be of
relevance for researchers as well.
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3. Methods

This study uses qualitative approaches in answering the research questions. It conducts a case
study with two different methods to gather empirical data. These comprise semi-standardized
interviews and structured site-visits. By gathering data through two different methods, results
can be triangulated so as to gain deeper insight into the topic of research. The study uses
Malmo6 municipality as its case and gathers data from this area. To reach an adequate volume
of information, a small amount of data was also gathered from nearby Lund municipality. A
detailed explanation of the used methods are given in the following sections.

3.1 Qualitative methods

The choice of qualitative methods for this study needs to be situated in the context of social
sciences. According to Lune & Berg (2017), there is a difference between the physical world
studied by the natural sciences and the social world. Unlike the former, the latter world is
comprised of changeable truths, and its structures are continuously made and remade by
human activity. Nonetheless, the social world lies in empirical reality and can as such be
understood through scientific study. Social sciences entail two different methods, quantitative
and qualitative studies. The former method is used to measure the relatively stable structures,
patterns and practices, of the social world whilst the latter is used to measure the meanings
and preferences that underline these structures. Lune & Berg states:

“Qualitative refers to the what, how, and when, where and why of a thing - its essence
and ambiance. [...] In contrast, quantitative research refers to counts and measures of
things, the extents and distribution of our subject matter”

(Lune & Berg, 2017, p 12)

One of the main aims of this thesis is to understand meanings and experiences of places
amongst people. As such, it focuses on utilizing qualitative methods in achieving this
knowledge. That is not to say that quantitative methods could not be used to complement this
knowledge. However, due to restrictions in the scope of the study, qualitative methods are seen
as a priority in understanding the subject matter. The value of quantitative methods to the
study are discussed further in Section 3.5, Limitations. Another benefit of utilizing qualitative
methods, compared to pure quantitative methods like statistics or polls, is that there is higher
probability in identifying subjectivism in the construction of research material. According to
Flyvbjerg (2006), this is because qualitative studies allow for closer intimacy to the empirical
subjects and therefore bigger opportunity in spotting such errors.

3.2 Case study

The choice of conducting a case study stem from the complex and nuanced reality that is
thought to make up the subject matter, which the method is hoped to capture. As argued by
Flyvbjerg (2006), an understanding of the social world ("human affairs") can only be found
through context-dependent knowledge. In other words, to understand the social world is
through the close study of real-life situations, such as through case studies. The theorist states:
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"Predictive theories and universals cannot be found in the study of human affairs.
Concrete, context-dependent knowledge 1is, therefore, more valuable than the vain
search for predictive theories and universals"

(Flyvbjerg, 2006, p 224)

Furthermore, the case study is an appropriate method for testing hypothesis and building
theory (Flyvbjerg, 2006), which this study aims to do. The choice of utilizing different research
techniques, each described in more detail in coming sections, was to obtain a more substantive
answer to the research questions. Lune & Berg (2017) refers to this combination of techniques
as triangulation, where multiple data collection procedures are utilized to gain a deeper
understanding of the reality at hand.

Malmo as a case: The municipality and it’s libraries

Malmé6 municipality, also referred to as Malmo stad, is located in the far south of Sweden. It
is a city of about 350,000 inhabitants (Malmoé stad, 2023). Malmo city is located almost
entirely within the boundaries of the municipality. Public libraries in Malm6, named
Folkbibliotek, operate under the management of the Culture Board (Kulturforvaltningen) of
Malmo6 municipality (Malmo stad, 2022).

Public libraries, continually referred as simply libraries in the report, are according to Swedish
law assigned to exist in each municipality (Sveriges riksdag, 2013: 801). Furthermore, they
need to operate according to a set of assignments relating to equal rights, democracy, access to
knowledge, promotion of learning, cultural life, and civil society. This also includes producing
strategies to meet these aims, which is to be formulated in the municipal Library Plan
(“Biblioteksplan”). Malmo Culture Board formulate the libraries’ mission as (translated from
Swedish):

"[To] contribute to the democratic development of society by working for freedom of
information and expression and working for Malmé residents' equal access to
qualitative knowledge transfer, digital participation, education and individual
development. [...] Libraries shall enable meetings and knowledge exchanges and be an
important partner for both cultural life and civil society. The library's services shall be
free of charge and, in accordance with the Library Act, special attention shall be paid
to children and young people, people with disabilities, national minorities and people
with a mother tongue other than Swedish"

(Malmo stad, 2022, p 10)

One of the strategies in Malmo’s Library Plan, relating to the built environment, is to offer
meeting places and contribute to the city’s social infrastructure (Malmo stad, 2022). This is
argued to facilitate better living conditions, well-being, and health amongst residents. There
are currently 14 libraries in the municipality, and the city is going against the national trend of
disappearing public libraries (SVT Nyheter, 2023; Tidningen Vi, 2022). However, the Culture
Board state that the future growth of population will increase the need for the implementation
of more libraries than exists today (Malmo stad, 2022). Furthermore, several libraries are too
small and lack maintenance, which affects the degree of service that can be provided.
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From the background above, the presence of libraries in Malmo is anchored in state legislation
and local government ambitions. Furthermore, Malmo offers plenty of opportunity in studying
the library as a social infrastructure. Although there are sociopolitical and cultural
characteristics of Malmo that may differ from other cities around the world, there is an aim in
presenting the findings of this study so that they can be valuable to other urban contexts across
the globe.

3.3 Semistandardized interviews

The choice of conducting interviews was to gain understanding of staff experience in operating
the libraries. Furthermore, what role the libraries have as a place amongst patrons and what
needs exist for such places. According to Lune & Berg (2017), the interview can provide
information on how people feel and think about different matters. Their preferences,
rationalizations and intentions. However, it is important to note that it only gives a recollection
of real events or thoughts. Words do not always reflect what a person actually think or what
has actually happened. As such, interviews can provide one story to the question at hand.

Lune & Berg (2017) also describe three methods of interviews, one being the Semistandardized
method used in this study. The choice of using this method was based on the flexible nature of
the technique, more specifically two properties. Firstly, the method allows the formulation of
questions to be shaped to each subject’s world perspective, as to be more easily understood.
Secondly, the method allows the interviewer to shape the interview based on topics that might
appear during the interview. Topics that the interviewer might not have known about
beforehand.

Eight different subjects are interviewed in the study, as seen in Table 1 below. The subjects
make up six librarians and two unit-managers. The latter group manages different libraries.
IP7 manage the Malmo City Library. IP8 manage the Malmo Western Libraries district, which
make up 6 libraries, most of them located in western Malmo municipality. Subjects were found
through a send out of emails through the official library channels in Malmé and Lund
municipalities. Furthermore, staff who appeared in online news articles were also contacted.

Table 1. Interview subjects.

Interview person Role Location

IP1 Librarian Malmo City Library

IP2 Librarian Malmo City Library

IP3 Librarian Malmo City Library

IP4 Librarian Lund municipality

IP5 Librarian Husie Library, Malmo
IP6 Librarian Husie Library, Malmo
IP7 Unit manager Malmo City Library

IP8 Unit manager Malmo Western Libraries

Interviews were conducted across seven sessions, with an average length of between 50 and 60
minutes each. The interviews for IP5 and IP6 were conducted in the same session. Interviews
were conducted remotely through video meetings. The choice of remote interviews was to allow
for increased flexibility in scheduling compared to physical meetings, as such there was an
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expectation that more subjects would like to participate as well. No technical difficulties
occurred during the interviews, except for the occasional audio glitch which caused no
irreversible issues. The audio of the interviews was recorded as to allow for transcription later
on.

The choice of incorporating managerial roles was to capture information relating to
organizational subject matters, like strategies of operating the library spaces and insight into
public management. Although all subjects are thought to provide knowledge relating to these
matters, this choice was made to further strengthen the degree of knowledge and achieve a
fuller degree of expert sampling (MacCallum et al., 2019).

Pre-written questions for the librarians were:

e Apart from its function as a knowledge and information provider, what role do you
think the library has as a public place/physical space?

e  What would you say is the value of having access to a physical library in one’s local
area?

e How would you characterize the work environment at your library?

e What spatial challenges characterize the library?

e  Would you say that there are visitor errands that are difficult to help with?

e Based on the answers provided, do you believe that the characteristics of your library
are similar among other libraries in the municipality?

Pre-written questions for the unit-managers were:

e Does/how does Malmé municipality work with the concept of social infrastructure or
similar?

e  What does Malmo municipality try to achieve with libraries as public space? What is
possible and what are challenges?

e What demands exist amongst populations within your unit of libraries relating to
public space?

e What are challenges for the libraries within your unit?

e How does the future look for Malmé’s libraries and what societal needs are
forecasted?

3.4 Structured site-visits

The choice of conducting site-visits was to gain an understanding of how staff operate in the
library spaces, as well as how patrons use the spaces and the social expressions between people.
The choice is an aim to examine real-life situations indicative to the purpose of the case study
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). The site-visits are inspired by an ethnography approach. Ethnography
allows for close examination of various social phenomena, how people perceive these and act
accordingly (Lune & Berg, 2017). The site-visits of this study are not conducted to the extent of
proper ethnographic research. As such, the approach of this thesis’ method is instead named
“structured site-visits”.

20



Site-visits have been made to two different libraries in Malmo. The reason for choosing two
different spots is to make sure that gathered data is not derived from only one source. As such,
that information is more representable for the case area of Malm6é municipality. Downtown
Malmgo City Library and Husie Library, a suburban library in the city district of Husie, has been
chosen as sites to visit since all but one of the librarians interviewed are positioned in them.
Furthermore, one of the managers is based in the City Library and the other manager is
mapped towards a suburban context which is representable for the two sites respectively.

The site-visits were conducted during the span of two weeks in September of 2025, ranging
between two and three hours each. In total three visits were made to Husie Library, and four
visits were made to the City Library, all at different times of the day. Mapping, participant
observations, and conversations with visitors were conducted in each place. The choice of
people to converse with was based on achieving a mix of different ages and genders. The TESS
toolkit for the study of public space (Low et al., 2019) has been used during the visits as a
practical guide in conducting the research. The toolkit was chosen, as it focuses specifically on
public space and as such offers techniques catered to this typology. The toolkit is described as:

"an excellent way to begin evaluating a public space, because it highlights what
conflicts or opportunities may exist in a way that does not assume the researcher
already knows what they might be. [...] TESS is comprised of a series of techniques
that, when viewed together, create a rich portrait of a public space - a detailed picture
of what is happening and why at a particular moment in time"

(Lowetal, 2019,p 3)

The aim of the site visits was to get an in-person feel of the library spaces, observe how library
personnel operate in the space, understand who the library visitors are, how visitors use the
space, and lastly how visitors value the space. Conversations with visitors were conducted to
get a deeper understanding of why people visit the library, as well as their experience,
knowledge, and thoughts about the space. This makes good opportunity to identify aspects of
the space that could be easily missed from mere observations. The results from the site-visits
are to feed into the main research questions through triangulation with the results gathered
from the semistandardized interviews.

The following questions were asked during conversations with library visitors:

e How often do you come here?

e  Why do you come here?

e  Why do you choose the library for conducting this?

e How is your experience conducting this here?

e What do you like about the library and what would you like to perhaps see differently?

Challenges in conducting successful ethnographic research lie primarily in changing variables
and time commitment. According to Lune & Berg (2017), expressions amongst people in a
place may vary greatly depending on the day, as such people may not be animate enough to the
desires of the researcher and the questions meant to be answered. Lengthy time commitment
can also be a risk. Combined, there is a risk that the researcher is left with thin empirical
material. Especially, if they are to stay within the time-delimitation of a project. The site-visits
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conducted in this study aim at alleviating, at least the former risk, by conducting multiple visits
to each site.

3.5 Limitations

Due to the resource limitations of conducting a master thesis, the choice of place (case) to study
had to be made based on geographical proximity. The identification and study of a critical case,
as described by Flyvbjerg (2006), could yield results more valuable for generalizations on a
certain issue. This is because the findings from a critical case are likely to be representative for
the remaining cases of an issue. It is not known if Malmo6 municipality constitute such critical
quality. As such, the strength of the generalizations made in this study is unknown. Further
reflection concerning this issue is made in Section 5.1 of the Discussion chapter.

Continuing, the choice of incorporating data from Lund municipality can be seen as a flaw in
the case focus. Municipalities in Sweden operate as local governing bodies, and as such there
can be differences in sociopolitical factors that influence the quality of results when combining
data from two different municipalities. An initial aim was to gather data only from Malmo,
however respondents were limited and as such further gathering outside Malmé had to be
made. Malmo and Lund municipalities are however situated close geographically, and as such
cultural differences are thought to be negligible.

The choice of not prioritizing quantitative methods for the study has some implications.
Quantitative data can describe defined groups like populations and their characteristics, and
the links between these characteristics (MacCallum et al., 2019). As such, complementing the
studies’ qualitative knowledge with quantitative data on counts, measures, extents, and
distributions relating to the library sector, could have yielded important knowledge to the
study. Specifically, it would have yielded a stronger overview of identified situations and added
to the generalizations made. For example, one idea could be to utilize open-source data
produced by The Royal Library and run statistical calculations in seeing how visitor counts are
developing. Another idea could be to run a questionnaire on why people use the library spaces
and their experience of the spaces. A last example could be to look at budget data to understand
the financial situation of the sector.
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4. Results and Analysis

This chapter aims to present the results of the interview sessions and the site visits.
Furthermore, continues analysis is made as to what meaning the results have for the research
questions. Firstly, interview results and corresponding analysis will be presented. These are
thematically categorized, mapped to the first and second research question. All interview
citations of this chapter have been translated from Swedish to English. Secondly, site visit
results and corresponding analysis will be presented. For the sake of readability, Malmo City
Library is henceforth abbreviated as “CL”, and Husie Library as “HL”. Analysis catered to the
third research question is made in Chapter 5, Discussion.

4.1 Interviews: What role does the library have as social infrastructure in Malmo
and what needs for social infrastructure exist in the municipality?

An open and welcoming place

There is a common agreement amongst interviewees that the library plays an important spatial
role for citizens. This is reflected in the broad range of visitors, ages, and variety in gender and
background. Furthermore, the different uses of the library. Also, perhaps of less intention
amongst visitors, as a meeting place where one is exposed to others. IP3 states that the idea is
that the space is supposed to be open for everyone. It is supposed to be an open and democratic
space. It should not cost anything, and it is hopefully a place where people can learn new things
and meet other Malmo inhabitants. IP1 state that a main strength with the library as a place is
that there is an openness-mindset amongst staff, an openness towards all types of questions
from visitors and to try to help as best can. IP1 continues with saying that there is high trust
towards the library, as such people turn to the library for questions or help, which IP1 sees as
commendable. Although this attribute of high trust can be weary as a worker, it is a quality that
should be seen as commendable and should be cherished.

Amongst interviewees, there seems to be a common view that the library has a unique role and
that there are no similar types of spaces. IP4 mentions the church as having a similar
functionality as the library in the aspect of a space with no requirement to perform. However,
what is further unique is that there is no religious undertone. As such, it is a neutral place
where there is no preconceived thought on who is supposed to visit. IP5 states that it is in a
sense the last “open room” and emphasize the general view of it as a type of space that does not
exist in other forms or shapes in society. Age, background, or social status are not criteria at
this place; it is open for all.

Another commonality amongst respondents are statements on the wide range of uses of the
library spaces. IP2 states that at CL there is a wide range of users, one large category is students
using group rooms to study together or students studying on their own. They also receive
elderly, who read the papers. Or they come to “just be”, instead of for example being alone in
their apartments. They have visitors using the computers, where the user group are mixed;
people playing games, looking at the news, printing out documents, or conducting other
errands. IP2 also says that they receive a steady stream of homeless visitors who use the library
amenities. One particular quality of the library for this group is that it is a heated space. IP2
states:
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“We notice this especially during the winter. It is so sad, that when we must close at 8
o’clock, we know that people must grab their rucksacks with all their belongings and
enter into the night”

(IP2)

Adding to the topic of basic necessities, IP6 brings up an example of how HL has had
immigrants wanting to use the space in the wake of recent immigration streams. IP6 says they
have wanted to use the computers and have requested help in various integration errands,
example seeking Swedish learning material. Furthermore, they have probably chosen to come
because it is a nicer place to stay compared to the migration home close by. IP5 adds that they
could come to get a library card even though they perhaps didn’t have a personal number yet.
IP6 also states that this shows that the service that the library provides requires more facilities
than is currently available at HL.

Continuing the topic of visitors, it also seems to be common for visitors to stay longer periods,
as implied previously by IP2. Furthermore, these sorts of visits were not as common as before
according to IP6. IP6 states that more users today spend significantly longer periods of stay,
some full days. This is different to the traditional custom, where it was more prevalent for
people to come by to pick up a book and leave directly after. IP5 agrees on this point.

Another aspect that appears amongst respondents is the quality of the library as a
performance-free space. IP4 states that the library is a place where people can come without
the requirement to perform. One can come to their library to just be. When thinking about CL
as a public space, unit manager IP7 says certain qualities appear; the space is one of the few
places that are accessible for everyone, doesn’t require consumption, or membership to visit.
In view of this, IP7 states that CLs’ role as a public space is a space that offers freedom for the
individual and where anyone is allowed to be in that space, status removed. The manager states
that CL values the disregard of status highly, and that internal discussion amongst staff often
revolve around the fact that many other places require either questions to be answered or
membership to be able to participate. As such, it is of importance that there are places with
this “unconditional” access. Lastly, IP7 states that they can notice a shift between these types
of spaces existing, to them successively closing. It is an effect they have clearly felt at CL. As
such, it is of importance to continue being a public space where one is allowed to come no
matter who they are.

The library as a space to learn with others

Another aspect of the library that ties in with its assets as a physical space, is its ability to
provide a space where people can learn skills with the help of each other. There appears to be
group learning activities in all different libraries of the librarians interviewed. CL appears to
have the biggest supply. According to P1, CL operates several programs. One is called Learning
Centre (Ldrcentrum). It is a space in CL with computers, meant to provide pedagogical support
and guidance by staff on navigating different tasks on the devices. The aim is learning how to
conduct common tasks like sending out job applications. There are also other activities
connected to Larcentrum, like It-cafés with seniors. To make activities possible the library
works with organizations outside the library.
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Children and the library

Both unit managers express importance in capturing youth in the work the libraries conduct.
Both in terms of providing a safe space where they can access knowledge, and to promote
literacy and critical thinking at an early age. IP7 states that children and youth are one of the
target groups CL work most towards because:

“children have trouble in getting their voices heard, demand their rights and meet their
needs. As such, it is important to focus on this group, that have low means in these
regards”

apy)

Furthermore, IP7 states that this group is important to the library because the earlier the
library can encourage reading and literacy, the bigger probability they have of developing
citizens becoming proficient in literacy. It also applies to intellectual development and to be
able to understand information in a better way.

When speaking to IP8, there also appears to be a great demand for library spaces amongst
youth in Malmo. This is based on identified user groups of the newly opened libraries in
Rosengérd and Hyllie. According to IP8, both these places have had a substantial visitor group
consisting of children or families. In the case of Rosengard as a district, the manager
emphasizes socio-economic challenges, crowded living, and an above average degree of
children as conditions which made the new Rosengard especially important for this group.
During dialogue processes, there were requests for a safe and calm space where one could read
and conduct homework.

The library in the digital paradigm

Another topic, raised by IP4 and IP7, is the context of the digital paradigm. IP4 states that
there is importance of having access to a library, especially in the current digital climate. IP4
expresses that:

"[T]oday, with the digital development, it feels like people perhaps fall in filter bubbles.
Where everyone has the same opinion. And then you come to a library, where one gets
to meet people who think differently and people one perhaps doesn’t usually meet. [This
is] Because we are open to everyone and our target group is everyone, and different
people come here"

(IP4)

IP7 says that social media contributes to today’s state of public dialogue, to an unbelievable
degree. In that, people do not get a nuanced view of society, and that provided information is
based on personal filter bubbles. The manager states that this can lead to finding the wrongs
instead of having curious perspectives.

Issues relating to digital dependency also reflect in the library space. IP4 brings up the function
of the library as a digital-device provider amongst resource weak citizens. For example, those
who perhaps do not have computers at home can visit the library to use their computers. 1P2
brings up the example of how many of today's common errands with agencies require
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substantial digital knowledge, which can cause barriers for some people. This can be expressed
in the interaction between library staff and visitors who need help on such errands. IP2 believe
that these people are forgotten, because they are either not able to keep up with the changes or
do not want to.

The library as a non-commercial space

There seems to be a common view amongst respondents that the non-commercial asset of the
library is of importance in current society. IP7 says the library is significant in this regard,
saying that:

"[W]e have a very important role here. Society as it looks right now, statistically, we
can see that class divisions are increasing. We have a bigger share of the population
who have economic difficulties or challenges. Here, the libraries are an important part
in securing democracy. As in, providing access to information and literature. In the
form of knowledge, but for the sake of entertainment and creativity as well. It is the
unconditionality and the accessibility that are important, that it doesn't cost or that
there are certain expectations towards users”

(IPy)

Adding to the above, IP7 also states that the library is an efficient system against the
consumption toll on the planet. Stating that it is, in a sense, one of the most efficient circular
concepts of today.

Friction and conflict

On the topic of friction and conflicts in the library space, respondents provide different
viewpoints. IP6 expresses how there’s currently a lack of unified perception of what type of
environment the library should be, asking “What is a library?”. Here, IP6 highlights how some
users might behave in a way which causes friction with the common agreement on what
atmosphere a library should have. Exemplifying this through the case of how some people
might produce noise which clashes with the commonly agreed atmosphere. IP7 expresses how
the asset of unconditionality can be a challenging question. It means that some people may
come and use the library in ways that go against CLs’ view of the purpose of the library. In this
regard, there can be a friction between what the actual library assignment is and how some
people use the library. IP3 expresses that, because it is a public space where everyone is
welcome, sometime conflicts come up between citizens. However, IP3 puts weight on that this
friction exists amongst public spaces in general, like train stations, squares, or anywhere.

A reflection of society

Several respondents see the library as a space that echoes society. Furthermore, how this can
reveal pressing societal issues. The word “reflective” as a description of the space appears
repeatedly across the interviews. For example, IP4 mentions how the library reflects society at
large. Developments in society are felt in the library spaces. IP2 expresses how there’s an
increased unrest in society, which then reflects in the library space. The librarian states a
pressing matter regarding this, which is how a lack of access to psychiatric care through the
failing of care agencies leads to people in distress seeking shelter at CL. Furthermore, IP2
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considers this group to be the least likely to receive necessary help at the library, because the
staff don’t have the resources to aid these people. Which is something IP2 considers to be very
frustrating and saddening, seeing a vulnerable person who cannot be helped.

Politics and budgets

Malmo has seen the opening of new libraries in recent years, which go against the national
trend of libraries closing (SVT Nyheter, 2023; Tidningen Vi, 2022). IP7 states that this is
because of ambitions amongst city politicians, and an understanding of what the library
operation means. The manager says:

“T believe that when budget cuts were made in Malmé stad, culture operations were
clustered with the welfare administrations. That is, when cuts were made, they were
not done as heavy-handed on the culture sector because it was clustered with
healthcare and care services, social services, and schools. Rather than clustering it with
“harder” technical administrations or similar. I think that politicians have understood
and driven the library as an important societal function. They have also understood the
point of having a good distribution of libraries in the city, understanding blind spots in
the city and needs for development”

(IP7)

IP8 makes similar comments on Malmé'’s politicians and their understanding of the library’s
role. Furthermore, IP8 states that the culture board has been working proactively by showing
politicians goals and results. IP8 adds to this by stating that Malmo is the fastest growing city
of all the largest cities in Sweden. This opens funds which can be allocated. The culture board
have also worked with getting into planning processes early.

However, the statements on political ambitions above do not mean that respondents are
content with the resources provided. IP5 and IP6 unanimously express that space size is the
biggest challenge at HL. IP5 says the Husie district population has increased by almost seven
times, since the library construction in 1969. The same space has been used since, and it has
also shrunk slightly in size. IP5 explains the reasons behind the issues as:

“Malmo have a mixed demographic, and there’s socioeconomic vulnerable areas, where
measures have been required. Hyllie library has also been constructed. [The new]
Rosengard library as well. Husie has been considered a more prosperous district in
Malmo. There are less problems here. But this image has changed in recent years. |[...]
There are problems here as well now. [...] We wish that politicians would respond to
this, but they have a priority list and I believe we are placed towards year 2035”

(IP5)
IP6 adds to the conversation by saying that an increased space would allow for more use and

decrease friction that occurs between different users, particularly regarding the conflicts of
noise levels.

On the topic of funds, IP2 states that decreased resources affect the work environment. IP2
expresses that due to the large size of CL, where there’s sometimes large distances between
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personnel, decreased staffing leads to increased feelings of vulnerability. The topic is also
commented on by IP8, who states that management only occupies a set amount of money. IP8
says the current proposition reflects a record low budget and demands are many. As such, the
strategy is to achieve as much as possible with the resources available. One such being
cooperation with other actors.

Views on the libraries as social infrastructure

Libraries as social infrastructure is stated as a goal asset in Malmé'’s Library Plan (Malmo stad,
2022). IP8 provides several viewpoints on the concept. The manager states that Malmo has
had a large transformation from being an industrial city to becoming a service sector city and
has experienced many development projects. Furthermore, there has been a large migration to
the city which means that measures towards integration have been required. Lastly, the
municipality works a lot with concepts relating to social sustainability, such as being an
inclusive city where different people can settle. Based on these factors, social infrastructure
becomes relevant in the politics of Malmé. IP8 also states there are management aims of
libraries being inclusive meeting places, as they are believed to contribute to a robust and
socially sustainable infrastructure. For example, IP8 states that libraries are important as
meeting places in terms of providing a shared space, and to facilitate democracy and
participation in society. Especially in terms of local development, as there’s a lot of people who
perhaps don’t move between the different city districts.

Although the concept of social infrastructure is included in the Library Plan, it is not in
common use at CL according to IP7. However, the manager states that if one were to break
down thoughts amongst staff on how to define the library, then the overlying concept of “social
infrastructure” would probably appear. Furthermore, a term like “meeting place” can also be
challenging according to IP7. Because not everyone views the library as a “meeting place”. IP7
acknowledges that the library has ambitions of creating opportunities for people to meet
others. As such, the term “meeting place” could be relevant.

In terms of the built environment, IP8 states that understanding place context is important in
development of social infrastructure. The culture board has focused a lot on the early stages of
city development processes over the last 10 years. IP8 expresses that in the comprehensive
planning documents, there are statements saying what Malmo stad wants to do in terms of
development. As such, the culture board has identified the importance of incorporating culture
and libraries as part of the planning processes early on. The manager also states a focus on
geographical access. They know that libraries are mostly used by those living within a 1,5-
kilometer radius. And after this, usage drops drastically. As such it is important to work with
coverage in the city, to create equality in accessibility, according to IP8.

4.1.1 Analysis of interview answers

Respondent answers imply unique qualities of the library. On the topic of being a welcoming
environment, interviewees describe properties of visitor diversity in the library. Furthermore,
a place where performance or status are not criteria. Implying one of today’s few places where
people from all walks of life choose to come and stay, and where anyone is allowed to do so.
These qualities suggest facilitation of Kohn’s (2004) “exposure to others”. Another aspect that
ties into the uniqueness of the library is its physical properties. It provides an indoor space; a
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heated building protected from the climate. Vital necessities in the Swedish context. As such,
the library differentiates itself from other public spaces like parks or squares. The topic of
friction and conflict implies that continuing staff effort and cooperation amongst visitors is
required in creating a shared environment. Answers also highlight that such occurrences are
inherent to public spaces in general. As Peterson (2023) states, a sense of belonging amongst
all user groups is only possible if tension and friction is allowed to exist.

Several statements and categories of conversation indicate that the libraries make important
social infrastructure. Ranging from the diversity in visitors, to the helpful nature of staff. Based
on respondent answers, several different user groups find great benefits or necessity in the
library space: Elderly, students, homeless, and even a user group like migrants as discussed by
IP5 and IP6, are specified. It indicates an essentiality of the library space in certain people’s
daily lives. Based on statements from IP8, there also appears to be a great need amongst the
younger population of spaces such as the library. Indicating the library as an important space
for social reproduction (Katz, 2006).

However, it is important not to examine a diverse presence of users at face value, as this might
leave out issues that certain groups are facing. The library itself might not be a solution for
certain needs. Instead, as mentioned by several respondents, it is important to include the
reflective element of the library. The library might be echoing adverse societal developments
and as such the library becomes a valuable place to understand these. One example is IP2’s
statement on homeless visitors seeking shelter at CL, but ultimately not having their needs
fulfilled as they are forced to leave the space when the library is closing. These analytical
findings corroborate previous research (Schloffel-Armstrong, 2025).

There are further societal developments that put the library into relevance. The aspect of the
digital paradigm, raised by IP4 and IP7, shows that the library becomes important in its
attribute of physical space. A place where people meet in real life and experience others, even
cooperate like in the example of workshops at CL. Real-life experiences, rather than through
the lens of the internet and social media. Another topic is the aspect of increased
commercialization, agreed by several respondents to be a concern. As such, putting the library
in a unique position as a free to access space. Not only that it is free, but there are no hurdles
to participating as well. Like there could be, with for example church or association
membership, as stated by IP4 and IP7 respectively.

Interview answers reveal how the library operation is positioned in financial politics and the
strategic labor involved in securing its presence in Malmo. Furthermore, suggesting a financial
edge where compromises must be made. There is a clear acknowledgement of the conceptual
role libraries have as public space amongst both unit managers. However, concepts like social
infrastructure, or similar, seem to be viewed differently by the two. It is important to strategy
according to the unit management of IP8, whilst not being in use at CL according to IP7.
However, the discrepancy could be seen as trivial, as IP7 and IP8 have different managerial
responsibilities. IP8 manages several different libraries in a wide geographical district. As such,
the manager is also involved in the development of libraires in planning processes, making
built environmental concepts like social infrastructure more likely to be used in this regard.
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4.2 Interviews: What labor and resources is required in operating the library
spaces in Malmo?

The library as a workplace

The librarian represents several roles for visitors. IP6 expresses that it is nice that there is an
institution where people can get help with almost any type of errand. IP4 states that visitor
guidance can be a large type of task at the library. There can be many different questions or
needing help with different things, computers, printers or other matters. IP4 thinks this could
be because they are a kind of “representative” of the municipality in a more accessible format.
IP4 states:

“It can be a little difficult sometime, when you receive questions that you don't know
anything about or are trained to know about. To be both teacher, youth recreation
assistant, IT-pro, you're thought to be many things, and you thought to be in the know
of everything. In that way it can be difficult, navigating many roles. However, it can
also be days with less visitors, and it can also be rewarding helping others: You get a
lot of positive feedback, and you get happy from this, and it’s good for your wellness.
In this sense, the work environment is also delightful”

(IP4)

On producing a pleasant environment, IP6 states that noise levels can be a challenge. IP6 says
that there are usually many errands happening at once. For example, an event might clash with
a janitor or contractor visiting, which might make it difficult to keep a low-noise environment.
In terms of friction relating to visitor noise, IP5 states that it is a paradoxical issue, because
they want everyone to be allowed to stay in the library. However, as long as the common sound
levels are respected, as they feel this makes the most democratic space. Sometimes clashes of
visitor noise can be straining. IP5 says it’s common that they must tell the same people to lower
their noise levels, repeatedly and of little avail. IP5 suggest that this happens because the
library constitute a space which has certain rules of behavior, which many other public spaces
do not share.

Reflecting an increased unrest in society, unsafety appears as a challenge in operating the
library spaces. IP2 says that one often feel vulnerable. The librarian states:

“Itis [...] about an increased unrest, and a bad societal climate. Sometimes it feels like
people don’t know what to do with themselves and this can get expressed in people

acting out”
(IP2)

IP2 expresses that there’s very little preventive resources in situations of unsafety, and that
help is assigned only when something happens. IP2 states that they carry alarms that they have
gotten recently, connected to the police. But only as recently as six months ago they had no
such safety measure. Furthermore, it can take several hours before any aid shows up.

Both unit managers concur with the increased challenges in operating a safe library space. Both
in terms of staff and visitor experience, but also the costs required. IP8 states:
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“We live in a polarized society. Hate and threat is increasing. It is a big challenge to
achieve libraries which feel safe and where staff feel safe. Because as mentioned before;
more staffing is expensive”

(IP8)

IP7 states that CL are experiencing more threats and safety concerns, specifically in regard to
certain public talks or seminars. Programs that they could conduct without issue before require
more resources today. Consequently, CL have had to put large resources into safety analysis,
such as looking at implementation of guards and increased staffing. IP7 states they once had
an exhibition were the exhibitionist and CL management received death threats. As a result,
CL had to pay 300 thousand kronor for guards, which was way outside of the library’s financial
capabilities.

Helping with errands and increased roles

Visitors sometime express assistance in errands which extend outside of the libraries’
capacities. This is something agreed on by all librarian respondents. IP1 says they get many
visitors with personal errands, especially errands regarding banks, the employment agency
(“Arbetsformedlingen”), or similar agencies. IP3 states that staff are accustomed to errands
that are not traditionally included in the library’s official assignment, and that staff keep focus
on what their assignment is. They focus on what they can help with and what they cannot help
with.

These expressions are thought to reflect changing welfare responsibilities in society. IP2 can
see tendencies where, at the rate with resources are removed from other parts of society, more
tasks land on CL. Whilst resources for libraries also decrease. IP2 states that this cannot keep
going, without something giving in. IP2 puts emphasis on how a lack of access to psychiatric
care, through the failing care of agencies, leads to people in distress seeking shelter at CL (as
also mentioned in Section 4.1).

On the topic of personal errands, IP1 says that it is nice that people have confidence in staff,
but that people should be able to get help directly from the institutions that the errand regards.
Like banks, social services, or migration agencies. IP1 expresses a feeling that some people get
sent around by institutions or get referred to the library on the promise that “they have
computers”. This can then be interpreted as “there are computers and I can get help”. As such,
they often expect both access to computers and knowledge from people in conducting the
errand. IP6 provides an account from a former workplace where the library manager had to
physically walk to an agency office nearby, to ask them to stop sending people with their
errands to the library. IP5 adds to the topic, stating that:

“It can feel like we are the last welfare place [...] in the saga of Sweden. It is we who
remain. And it is a bit sad because I don't think that these types of things were
happening in libraries [say] 30 years ago”

(IP5)

IP6 expresses that there is an exaggerated faith in the library, which partly derives from

government sector. This faith creates responsibilities beyond their capacity and what they are
hired for. IP6 expresses frustration in this, saying that they are happy to help with errands like
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printing out papers or making google searches, however the library should not have to help
people in errands which clearly belong to other institutions. Where these institutions have left
people without help or simply referred to people to seek help elsewhere, like the library.
Furthermore, IP6 states that they don’t want to help in sensitive errands, like filing police
reports, helping with testaments, or attesting documents, because there’s too much personal
stake (for the person seeking assistance) in such errands.

The library assignment and the labor of adapting

IP8 states that the library’s optimal goal is to provide opportunities in the development of all
individuals. That people should feel like they're part of society and can provide back to society.
The manager states:

"Qualitatively speaking, it is very important to think on an individual level. That we
can make difference for an individual, a child, or a young person. [...] That one can
access the knowledge and information that one needs to be able to grow and achieve
the potential that every person carries. And, to feel secure, heard, and involved. To be
able to provide back to society"

(IPS)

Fulfillment of the library assignment requires adapting. Operation wise, IP7 state that CL is
trying to find bridges between different target groups. According to the manager, CL has
historically worked with target groups separately. But this is changing, and they have recently
tried to work with measures that are generational bridging. IP7 states that society is already
good at categorizing people. As such, CL is trying to create opportunities for people to meet
others. There’s a focus on democratic conversation and democracy as a theme, especially due
to today’s societal climate and because there’s an upcoming election.

IP4 states that developments in society are felt in the library spaces. As such, staff need to be
ready to manage and navigate the roles that these developments require. Something which IP4
considers both one of the most meaningful and difficult aspects of the job. Furthermore, like
IP7’s previous account, IP4 states that internal discussion increasingly revolve around the
library as a “meeting place” and an increased focus on their democratic assignment.

IP7 states that a challenge CL faces is that there’s is a lack of resources in the facilitation of a
sound discussion forum. IP7 says that:

“If people are going to be able to meet and talk and discuss things that are going on in
society, whilst societal polarization is increasing, then this requires increased
facilitation and knowledge in how to create a room that allows for this”

(IP7)

IP7 continues by stating that the librarian’s role as such would need to change, as today’s role
is not compatible with what this entails. The manager says:

"What the librarians need to increasingly develop is competencies in facilitation of

dialogue and dialogue structures. These are things that one has perhaps never thought
would be needed, because we have had a more nuanced tone in our dialogues. [...] It is
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not obvious that, just because you are a librarian, you have the competency of
moderating dialogues. [...] One can notice a difference in, for example, how a librarian
approaches certain tasks versus how, say, a journalist would. Journalists are more
trained in how to moderate conversations, be able to ask deepening questions, and able
to steer away conversations from being hijacked"

(IPy)

Adaptiveness can also entail the physical environment. IP8 mentions flexibility in the library
interiors as an important attribute, saying that today’s libraries require flexibility in meeting
societal changes. IP5 states that the library interior must continuously be rearranged to meet
shifting user demands and societal changes, emphasizes this by stating that children’s interiors
make up a larger space than before.

4.2.1 Analysis of interview answers

Answers suggest that librarians are positioning themselves to meet different citizen needs, and
that they value the importance of their role highly. The perceived multifaceted characteristic
has been documented before (van Melik & Merrys, 2023). Furthermore, these accounts also
corroborate the libraries’ social role, as analyzed in Section 4.1.1. Change and adapting appear
to be a current paradigm that the library is facing. Accounts tell of changing roles in the
facilitation of democratic and dialogue focused environments, suggesting Kohn’s (2004)
“exposure to others” as an objective. Importantly, it shows how the library operation requires
continuous investments and adaptive labor in achieving the assignments. In this sense, the
library is not "fixed".

The reflective nature of the library is further strengthened by the respondents. Statements on
failing agencies, how people cannot find assistance in certain errands, reveal adverse societal
developments. Furthermore, respondent answers suggest that these expressions are a
particular phenomenon in the library spaces. Once again shedding light on dependency
concerns, the respondent answers corroborate the analytical findings of Section 4.1.1. as well
as previously referenced research (van Melik & Merrys, 2023; Schloffel-Armstrong, 2025).
Other challenges appear as well. Most pressingly relating to conditions in work environment,
as seen by the accounts on safety concerns following rising societal unrest. Where strain on the
ability of achieving the library assignment is also expressed.

A summarization of the accounts above provides suggestions of the extent to which the library
sector is operating. In several aspects, indicating a strained public sector. Answers reflect the
labor and resources required in making the library a functioning space. Both in terms of the
library’s official assignments, but also in terms of public space. The findings also add to the
question of financial resources, as stated by respondent in Section 4.1, and provide insight into
the public management of Malmé. Furthermore, it provides knowledge to the potential of
increased public social infrastructure in Malmo.
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4.1 Site visits

This section presents the results and analysis of the structured site-visits. Figure 1 shows the
geographical locations of the two sites. The Malmo City Library (CL) is in central Malmo, whilst
Husie Library (HL) is in the suburb of Husie.
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Figure 1. Malmo site-visit locations. Generated by Lantmateriet’s map-service (Lantméiteriet,
2025).
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4.3.1 Malmo City Library visits

CL is a public library located in inner city Malmo. CL is a large library, with big spaces and
interiors to serve different uses and functions. Amongst many, these include spaces for
children's literature and play, a young adult space, different sections for fiction, a mixed
language section, and a section for non-fiction. Furthermore, the library has reading desks
placed in most of the common spaces, which are popular amongst visitors who are either
studying or working. Observations show that a variety of visitors appear in the library at all
times of the day. Children, parents, youth, and elderly all make up significant shares. The
student group, or visitors who come for work related tasks, make up a significant portion as
well. This group has the largest share of any visitor group in the afternoons. People for whom
conversation was made express that they use the space on a regular basis, either to access
literature or to study or work, and usually stay longer periods.

To walk through CL, and take in an understanding of the physical layout, requires a dedicated
amount of time. There are several floors in the buildings, with accompanying stairs. The floor
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plans are sectioned in their structure and there are several closed spaces, meant for specific
types of uses or age-ranges. Apart from this, most spaces are quite open with long sight lines.
The largest share of functions in the library appears to be reading- or work desks with
accompanying chairs, exemplified in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Study space, Malmé City Library (Malmo stad, 2025a).

CL is quiet and sparsely occupied in the morning, and gain sounds towards later afternoon as
the visitor count increases. Many of the chairs and tables are occupied during these hours.
Service desks with accompanied staff are positioned around the library. Visitors are mixed,
although the share of students seems to be a major share throughout the day, which also keeps
increasing together with youth towards late afternoon. The shares of male and female visitors
are similar in CL. A large share of visitors are present during the whole period of the site-visits.
Staff use walkie-talkies to communicate with each other. It is common that some staff can be
seen hauling book wagons across the library.

Conversations were conducted with several visitors at CL. Table 2, below, aims to provide an
outline of who the people were and what they expressed. The statements-column equals the

raw notes made during the conversations.

Table 2. Visitor conversation answers at Malmo City Library.

Person or Statements

people

Older man, Told me a lot. Come here often. Of big value for him as a retired person,

afternoon. in regard to literature access and being able to meet and talk to other
elderly people. The man appreciates seminars and similar events.
Consider CL very important place - specifically for the promotion of
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reading. Has visited the library for many years - can see how it has
changed, especially increased focus on children.

Woman,
afternoon.

Visits sometime, mostly for borrowing books. Thinks an improvement
could be more seating, and more staffing out in the library. Sees a wide
mix of visitors.

Woman,
afternoon.

Has recently started visiting CL. Uses the library to sit and work. The
woman would like to see more seating - it becomes full rather quickly,
especially in the afternoon. Sees a wide mix of visitors, but many are
students.

Dad and child,
afternoon.

The child appreciates the children’s bottom floor section. They usually
come to the library, mostly to borrow book but also to stay at the
mentioned children’s section. Dad says they would like to see more
staffing out in the library, especially in Media Lab.

Young woman,
evening.

Usually comes to study. Is a student. Comes because CL provides study-
peace. The woman would like more seating with desks at the library,
because these are used up quickly.

Man, evening.

Usually comes to study. Is a student. Comes here because it fits him
better than studying at home. Would like to see more seating with desks.

Three younger
men, evening.

Usually comes. Comes to study together. Chooses the library because
there is study-piece here. Improvements could be to have more seatings
and desks, stating that: “We had to go around half an hour today,
waiting, to find a suitable spot.” Also states that public areas can
become noisy by youth, using “youth center” as an explanatory
comparison. But in general, they think that the library offers a good
study and work environment.

Younger
woman,
evening.

Comes to study. Comes daily. Made some comments on the air- and
light qualities in the study rooms, stating these were bad. Believes the
library offers good environment for studying because of the study-
peace. States it is good that CL offers a lot of seating for study or work.

Younger man,
evening.

Comes to study. Comes often. Thinks it is a good study environment,
better than their home situation. Think navigation could be better in the
library, as it is quite big - better signs and information.

Younger man,
evening.

Come to study. Comes daily. Believe it is one of the only public spots one
can study at. Appreciates the quiet study room - thinks that noise levels
are too high in rest of public spots towards later afternoon, when the
schoolchildren come. Wishes for longer opening hours.
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4.3.1.1. Analysis of the Malmé City Library visits

Captured information reflects a high volume and diversity of visitors. Ranging from children
to the elderly. Homeless having a meal were also observed during one of the visits. What is
probable to induce this diversity is the grand sectioning of CL into different functionalities and
the catering to different age-ranges. Furthermore, answers from conversations with visitors
suggest a great demand for increased functions, in particular more seating and desks as these
were often seen as being occupied. The sectioning of the library into different categories of use
is indicative for the labor and resources that goes into producing a space where different needs
are catered to, as also analyzed in the interview answers (Section 4.2.1). It is also reflective of
the current role of the library; people visit for many different reasons.

What is also commendable, for such a large building, is people’s ability to cooperate in creating
a shared space. Indicating reciprocity and trustworthiness similar to Putnam’s (2020)
description of social capital. One of the main groups observed and conversed with were
students, or people coming to CL to conduct deskwork. The halls with study spots often made
quiet environments. People were making little noise so as not to disturb each other.
Furthermore, answers from conversations reflect need for a quiet environment. One group of
students even expressed that they felt inappropriate when conducting group work in the study
space, as they did not want to disturb others by talking. As such, they had moved to a group
table in a different part of CL instead. These examples highlight how people cooperate, perhaps
in a passive way, but nonetheless to facilitate a common peace.

The libraries’ potential as an arena for exposure to others, as discussed throughout the analysis
of interview results, is further corroborated by the site visits at CL. Furthermore, it was easier
compared to the HL visits (as will be shown in the next section) to converse with people at CL.
People were keener on giving longer answers and were also interested in what I, the researcher,
was doing and were asking questions back (to me). A reason for this could lie in the spacious
and less intimate nature of CL, compared to the smaller size of HL. In a sense, it is more of a
typical “public forum”, as it is in a downtown location. People are perhaps, to a higher degree,
expecting to bump in people they perhaps do not usually meet (like me). In other words,
geographical assets that imply social pluralism, as also described by van Melik & Merry (2023).
The site visits did not yield any observation of dialogue- or discussion seminars. However, the
findings indicate that CL constitute a favorable atmosphere of wanting to engage in discussion
with others.

4.3.2 Husie Library visits

HLis a public library in the Husie suburb of eastern Malmo6 municipality. HL is a small library,
an intimate space, but sectioned into different functionalities. Amongst others, these include a
children's books section, a place for computers and printers, quiet study spots, and rows of
bookshelves. Chairs and sofas are also spread throughout the library. Most visitors come to
pick up books or literature and then leave. However, there are people who stay for longer
periods, and some are present during the whole site visits. Observations show that a variety of
age groups appear in the library. In the mornings, elderly make up a significant share. In the
afternoon, parents and children. Schoolchildren or youth passing by also appear during this
time. Most of the visitors, in which conversation was made, state that they use the space on a
regular basis and with the main purpose of accessing literature. Subjects deem the place
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important for the neighborhood. Furthermore, they concur that visitors are quite mixed and
state that morning visitors are more likely to be the elderly.

One can walk though HL in about a minute. The floor plan is open, apart from one room, and
sectioned in its structure. Together with dense furnishing, this creates short sight lines. Figure
3 provides a view of the service desk area. HL constitutes a mostly quiet atmosphere. However,
due to the library’s small size it is easy to pick up what people say or talk about. Middle-aged
people and older, make up the largest share of visitors during the mornings and early
afternoons. HL is sparsely occupied during these hours. The occupation increases in later
hours, in which parents, children, and youth make up the largest share of visitors. The shares
of male and female visitors are similar in HL.

Figure 3. Eanan-ce' and service desk area, Husie library (Malmo stad, 2025b).

Most visitor errands are conducted at or close to the service desk, where loan- and return
machines are stationed. Observed errands at the service desk were either about books or
literature, but some involved asking for help with the computers. The latter involved such help
as printing documents or logging in. In such cases, staff were both courteous and time efficient
in helping. It also happened that staff asked patrons for feedback on their literature supply.
During one of the visits, staff were involved in a dispute with youth disturbing the peace.
Having to tell them, repeatedly, to keep down and stop behaving rowdy.

As with the CL visits, conversation was conducted with several visitors at HL. Table 3 aims to

provide an outline of who the people were and what they expressed. The “statements” column
equals the raw notes made during the conversations.
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Table 3. Visitor conversation answers at Husie library.

Person or people

Statements

Younger woman, evening.

Usually stays to read. Sometimes leaves right after
bowing books. Says there's usually a mix of different
types of visitors, male and female, and different ages.

Mother and two children,
evening.

Say they visit quite often. Often borrow books and leaves
right after. Say there are different people present during
their visits.

Mother, evening.

Visit sometimes, usually with their kids. Comes to
borrow and leave. Sometimes they use the play corner.
States that they find the library an important place in the
neighborhood.

Mother, evening.

Don't visit often. Comes to borrow books.

Mother, evening.

Usually visits. Sometimes they choose to stay for a while,
when their children are accompanying. Has also been at
seminar events, which they appreciate. Regarding the
value of the space, the mother states that access to
literature is important. Specifically physical books. Also
states that it is valuable having a physical space
available for the young. However, states that it is
important to remember it is a library and that you need
to show consideration. That it is not a “hang-out” place.

Two elderly men, morning.

Says they visit often. Comes to read. Says there are many
elderly visitors in the morning and around noon.
Consider the place important for the neighborhood.

4.3.2.1. Analysis of the Husie Library visits

Visitors constitute a wide range at HL, and a substantial share stay for longer periods of time.
Visitor counts were also relatively high at HL, especially in the afternoons. People were often
spread out, doing different things, in the different sections of the library. This further indicates
that user diversity is to a degree induced by the supply of different functions (as also analyzed
in Section 4.3.1.1). Nonetheless, findings suggest that HL constitutes several different
necessities for the locals. Continuing with similarities to CL, it is commendable how people
doing different things can cooperate to create a shared space. Here, HL represents a smaller
space compared to CL. Furthermore, it also indicates reciprocity and trustworthiness amongst
its visitors, as with CL. Another similarity between the two libraries is how the design and
furnishing of the space reflects consideration and labor in meeting different user needs. These
expressions are especially clear in HL, as it constitutes a dense space which staff nonetheless
have managed to adapt to different uses.
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A noticeable difference between CL and HL lay in the homogeneous context of the latter. Husie
is a suburban neighborhood, with a typical suburban housing grid, indicating a relatively
socially homogenous district. A suggestion of this homogeneity was reflected during
conversations with visitors, as specific customs were identified. It was more difficult to gather
in-depth answers, compared to CL. People tended not to develop their answers and were
keener on continuing their own task or activity than being asked questions. This reservation
suggests that quietness and keeping to oneself were more prominent norms at HL.

As van Melik & Merry (2023) state, social infrastructure-studies on libraries are often focused
on large- and centrally located libraries. These locations often already contain social diversity.
As such, the asset of “otherness” is in a sense trivial. The authors state:

“[W]e believe our understanding of libraries as social infrastructures will be further
enhanced if we also look at smaller libraries in ‘not-so-urban’, more homogenous,
contexts. Here, encounters between difference do not necessarily occur along the lines
of race or ethnicity, but rather along the lines of age, health and other personal
characteristics”

(van Melik & Merry, 2023, p 765)

Although Husie constitute a more “homogeneous” case site, where certain behavioral norms
appear more present, there were such a diversity of visitors observed at HL that the “exposure
to otherness” (Kohn, 2004) was still clearly felt. As such, the observations show that a wide
range of social expressions can be found in a suburban context as well. Furthermore, it suggests
potential for open arenas in such contexts. Lastly, it corroborates the importance of
opportunities for meetings in these settings.

HL constitutes a more intimate space compared to CL and therefore suggests a different set of
conditions for staff. Specifically, the HL space suggests higher tangibility in happenings.
Happenings appear to be more noticeable for staff at HL, such as who visitors are and the
errands being done. For example, staff are able to greet each visitor that comes by, something
not possible to the same extent at CL. This tangibility is also suggested in the interview session
with IP5 and IP6, when discussing conditions at HL. Especially in comparison to the interview
statements of the CLlibrarians. An example of this distinction, spotted during one of the visits,
was the factor of noise disruption. Staff had to tell one group of people to lower their noise
levels, repeatedly and of little avail. A confrontation noticeable throughout much of the library.
Such differences in the tangibility of happenings, between HL and CL, further strengthen the
importance of incorporating the “smaller”, non-central, spaces in the study of social
infrastructure.
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4. Discussion

In this chapter, the findings of the study are discussed. This includes an introductory
discussion on differences between the two research sites, what the combined findings imply
for the research questions, and suggestions for solutions relating to the issues at hand. Lastly,
methods used in the study are discussed, together with opportunities for further research.

Similarities and differences between CL and HL

The statements from the interview sessions and the findings from the structured site-visits are
found to, in majority, confirm each other for the two library sites respectively. This suggests
successful triangulation and that the study has provided solid, multi-perspective, knowledge
for the case at hand. Furthermore, several findings are similar between the two sites which
provides to the overall understanding of conditions in Malmé municipality.

Differences in findings, between CL and HL, were less than the similarities. The identified
contrasts in location and scale between the two sites highlights the importance of incorporating
peripheral perspectives when studying urban matters. Places where infrastructure is perhaps
less of a resource and pressing matters are felt “up close” by people. Adding to this, IP5 and
IP6 were generally more adamant on describing the conditions and challenges of operating the
library space compared to other subjects. That there were pressing matters in Husie, which
they wanted to shed light on.

Libraries as social infrastructure in Malmo

The conceptual framework of Chapter 2. indicates an increasing relevance of free, accessible,
and socially promoting urban spaces in Sweden. The case study of the library as social
infrastructure in Malmo corroborates this indication for the municipality. The findings suggest
that libraries hold spatial importance for the city’s inhabitants. The study also implies a great
need for increased, as Klinenberg (2018) puts it, "capacious infrastructure" in Malmé. There
are many statements and accounts in the study supporting this: the diversity in users, the
performance-free asset, and physical attributes of being heated and indoors. Furthermore,
observed “want” in creating a shared environment through acts of cooperation. A relevance of
the exposure to others also appear continuingly throughout the results. Interview statements
also reflect adverse societal developments, together with issues relating to increased
commercialization and privatization. As such, further solidifying the importance of free spaces
like public libraries. Adding to this, concerns relating to the digital paradigm raised by several
interviewees highlights the pressing relevance of the real-life common realm.

Findings also imply that needs reach beyond the capacity of the libraries. The findings reflect
this in various ways: density in visitors, lengthy stays amongst certain groups, and lack of space
as expressed by the interviewees at HL. Furthermore, how certain groups experienced lack of
alternative spaces, and as such they chose to stay in the library. Moreover, it is of importance
not to judge what may seem like positive accounts in the uses of the library spaces at face value.
Statements on failing agencies, how people cannot find assistance in basic errands, and
decreased access to basic necessities, reveal adverse societal developments and showcase the
reflective nature of the common spaces. As such, highlighting the relevancy of Schloffel-
Armstrong’s (2025) critique on contemporary narratives surrounding the library. Narratives
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that can be depoliticized and lack discussion over the needs and labor burdens found in these
spaces.

Valuable findings on the critical factor of operation have appeared in the study. Firstly, the vast
interviewee consensus is that budget challenges affect the libraries’ abilities to fulfill their
assignments. The libraries are situated in politics of budgets, where resource allocation is
precarious. Secondly, the study’s findings reveal great labor in producing the library spaces
and a perceived importance of the librarian role. Findings indicate the navigation of multiple
roles, catering to different citizen needs, and upholding a pleasant environment. Furthermore,
labor and resource requirements in change and adapting to meet new societal developments.
The latter aspect highlights the continues labor and resource investments required in achieving
the library assignment.

Continuing with the operational factor, challenges in work-environment appear, especially
concerning the accounts of increased hate and threat directed towards the libraries. This
implies strain on the libraries’ ability in achieving their democratic assignment. Lastly,
although not expressed the same way by the unit managers, concepts surrounding social
infrastructure appear to exist in management. As such, implying that there is a strategic
awareness of the spatial role Malmo’s libraries have, and that management are incorporating
this role in decision-making.

Opportunities and solutions for social infrastructure

A continuing summarization of the study might dilute the important richness of the case
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). Instead, the image of the operational findings will be described. The
statements on budgets, politics, labor, resource requirements, and societal conditions, together
with associated observations, reveal a strained public management entwined in operational
challenges. The findings indicate the extent of which the library sector operates, and to a degree
corroborates the resource concerns of Swedish municipal sector stated in the problem
formulation of Section 1.2. Whilst the study implies a great need for capacious infrastructure
in Malmo, the gathered knowledge also serves to ask whether it is appropriate to search for
opportunities in municipal management whatsoever. Furthermore, risk depoliticizing certain
narratives further, considering the degree of which societal adversities are felt in public spaces
like libraries.

The theory and empirical review of the conceptual framework (Chapter 2) suggests an
increasing relevance and need for social infrastructure in Sweden. This is complemented by
the findings of this study. From the standpoint that public libraries constitute a representative
typology of public social infrastructure, this study aims to generalize from the case findings
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). This study makes the generalized suggestion that opportunities for the
facilitation of social infrastructure in Sweden are unlikely to derive from municipal
management. This suggestion is not unwarranted, rather, it reflects the already documented
nationwide resource-challenges Swedish municipalities face in achieving their service- and
welfare assignments (SOU, 2020:8).

The above statement induces the question of how social infrastructure is to be facilitated. More
specifically, opportunities for solutions that municipalities can strive for in their governing.
Especially if municipalities aim to achieve increased social inclusion and access to urban spaces
that can accommodate social needs. Qualities which, according to Swedish national
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government, are directly related to multiple of the UN social-sustainability goals (Government
Offices of Sweden, 2015; Boverket, 2022). This study will not search for solutions within
private sector, due to the corroborated adversities of privatization and commercialization
found in the conceptual framework. As such, the analytical outcome of this study has so far led
to the erasing of two of Klinenberg’s (2018) typology categorizations: Public- and private-based
social infrastructure.

The remaining of Klinenberg’s (2018) categories, constitutes community-based social
infrastructure. The knowledge presented in this report indicates three reasons for the relevance
of such category in the identification of solutions. Firstly, community-, associative-, and
bottom-up approaches reflect resource-effective solutions, directly opposing the strained
public sector analyzed in the discussion of this chapter. Secondly, as Putnam (2020) states, the
roots of social capital lie in civic engagement. Lastly, the empirical review of the conceptual
framework suggests a gap in research on community-based social infrastructure. As such, this
opens for further research into this category, as to better understand the potential of
community-based social infrastructure in Sweden. The scope of this study has been on
municipal management and the assessment of what municipal management can facilitate in
terms of social infrastructure. This assessment has been achieved. Providing further directions
would entail research on community-based approaches as stated, which goes beyond the scope
of this study. However, there are implications that are worthy of discussion.

The strengthening of community-initiatives necessitates capacious opportunity (Klinenberg,
2018). In other words, that space as a resource is accessible. This does not only entail space
that already exists, but also in terms of what municipal governing allows. Regarding the
former, parks and sports fields are good examples of space that allow people to engage in their
own activities (Klinenberg, 2018; Katz, 2006). As such, through their own engagement, they
build social capital. Furthermore, it is the sort of public social infrastructure that requires only
little municipal resources in operation. The latter reference, municipal governing, implies how
people are supposed to use space. What is a defining characteristic of the Swedish urban
context is the order in social expressions. Especially compared to other urban contexts, like
that of the Asian continent where social expressions more commonly go against urban
standardizations (Abramsson, 2016). The topic of community-based initiatives raises the
question of what social expressions should make up the urban order. Especially if there should
be increased opportunity for bottom-up initiatives and human inventiveness towards social
infrastructure in Swedish municipalities.

This detour should not be seen as exhaustive. Rather, it provides an exemplifying discussion
on what the implications of community-based social infrastructure could mean for Swedish
municipalities. Combined, the examples discussed in the above paragraph imply similarities
in planning measures to James Scott’s critique on modern developmentalism. James Scott
states (summarized by Michael Hibbard):

“Presume that you cannot know the consequences of your intervention. Take small
steps, stand back and observe, and then plan the next small move. [...] Plan on
surprises. Choose plans that allow the largest accommodation for the unforeseen. [...]
Plan on human inventiveness. Always assume that those who become involved in the
project can and will improve on the design”

(Abramson, 2016, p 217)
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Concluding

The case study of Malmo’s library sector reflects a strained public management, entwined in
operational challenges. To a degree, the findings corroborate the resource concerns of Swedish
municipal sector stated in the problem formulation of Section 1.2. Whilst the study implies a
great need for capacious infrastructure in Malmo, the gathered knowledge also serves to ask
whether it is appropriate to search for opportunities in municipal management whatsoever. As
such, also risk depoliticizing adverse narratives further, considering the degree of which
societal adversities are felt in public spaces like libraries. Generalizing these findings, potential
in the promotion of social infrastructure amongst Swedish municipalities is suggested to not
exist in municipal management. Dismissing private sector solutions, the study suggests that
opportunities for social infrastructure could be found in community-based initiatives.
Although further research on community-based social infrastructure is required, it could entail
that Swedish municipalities would have to aim for human inventiveness as a way to facilitate
community-based solutions.

5.1 A discussion on used methods

The interview sessions have provided knowledge to the first, second, and third research
questions. This applies to the site visits as well. Together, the two methods yields different
perspectives to the case at hand where most statements or observations have been able to
confirm each other. As such, a successful triangulation in using the two methods. However,
there have been difficulties in gathering information on staff during the site visits. Specifically
at CL, which constitutes a large space. As such, whilst both methods have provided knowledge
to answer all research questions, a different approach to conduct in-person study of staff would
have been beneficial. However, this would have required some sort of close-up study. For
example, to follow staff in their work-days. This approach would have probably required a
larger timeframe than is available for a master’s thesis. These accounts corroborate the already
stated great time commitment required in doing ethnographic research (Lune & Berg, 2017).

Another challenge relates to understanding how libraries, and the library sector, in Malmo
operates. Learning how librarians conduct work in the different libraries, and as such how to
best formulate questions, made up a significant share of time during the combined interviews.
However, as previously described, gathering stronger data from staff would have required a
larger timeframe. A challenge relating to the conducting of conversation with library visitors
was that questions did not always invoke deeper discussion. Furthermore, some people did not
want to get asked questions. This specifically relates to HL. where an identified reason was the
customs at that place, as described in Section 4.3.2.1. The conversations were a learning
process, during which questions and approaches had to be revised. Furthermore, learning the
social habits of each place and where it was most appropriate to ask people questions. This
process of testing, learning, and revision could have continued, as to create stronger findings.
It could have also yielded a larger number of conversations.

As described in Section 3.5 of the Methods chapter, the identification and study of a
municipality which constitutes critical case quality could yield results more valuable for
generalizations on Swedish municipal sector. The largest challenges in service-and welfare
provisioning amongst Swedish municipalities lie in less populated municipalities, where
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municipal economy and competency access are weak (SOU, 2020:8). An assessment of
municipal management in the facilitation of social infrastructure could as such be most
relevant in a municipality where municipal access to resources is strong. If the results imply
small opportunities in such municipality, it would also be likely in municipalities with weaker
access to resources. In other words, the former category of municipalities could constitute
critical case quality. Although Malmé constitute a relatively largely populated municipality, it
also faces a relatively low employment rate and tax base compared to other large municipalities
in Sweden (Malmo stad, 2023). As such, Malmo stad is not a prime choice for the utilization of
a critical case following the stated argumentation. The quality of generalizations made from
the case study of this thesis could therefore be weak in comparison to other choices of
municipalities to study.
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