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It has been argued for many years that whether the university library should be open to the society or not, 

not only the university library has the responsibility and ability to be open to the social readers, but also it 

is the need of making lifelong education and building a Learning Society. Be it whether the experiences 

from overseas or the development of the university library itself, it is an inevitable trend of keeping 

sustainable development, thereby enlarging the range of services, maximizing fully our advantages and 

serving the society in response to actual situation. It is the ultimate solution that government and 

universities join hands to open the university library service to the community. 

UDC Number: 304 37.07, DOI: 10.12955/cbup.2013.36 

Keywords: university library, service society, opening 

 

Introduction 

In 2007, on the issue of whether the University Library should be open to the public, International 

Herald Leader and Sina held a joint investigation. The results of the investigation showed that 75.99% 

of people were of the opinion that the University Library should be opened to the public (Wu, 2007).  

The subject, in fact, has been mentioned many times in recent years but the openness of the University 

Library remained limited (Fudan university library). The public either can only read but cannot borrow 

the books or can only apply for a temporary library card with a number of charges such as in the 

Beijing University Library and Tsinghua University Library. So the degree of openness has not been 

widely recognized by members of the society. 

University Library Information Resources are the important part of cultural resources of a nation. The 

university library, in addition to meet the teaching and research requirements of the university students 

and teachers, should be open to the general public. Universities are not supposed to monopolize 

literature resources. The general the public have the due right to benefits from the University Library.  

University Library’s liberalization to the public is a necessary trend of 

development 

The country, to build a Learning Society, should provide her citizens the appropriate resources and 

places to learn. The financial situation of the state and differences in the possession of resources of 

between the public and university libraries makes it inevitable that university libraries must be open to 

the general public.   



CBU INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON INTEGRATION AND INNOVATION IN SCIENCE AND EDUCATION 

APRIL 7-14, 2013, PRAGUE, CZECH REPUBLIC  WWW.CBUNI.CZ, OJS.JOURNALS.CZ 

213 

The situation of the public libraries in China 

According to the staff from the Ministry of Culture, during a fifteen year period, Social and Cultural 

Division’s Library materialized the Two Museum Projects at which the country has basically realized 

its goals of having “libraries and cultural centers in every county" (Ministry of culture of the People’s 

Republic of China, 2007). The funding for the purchase of books and operations of these libraries has 

been increased significantly. Nevertheless, in 2006, China's per capita possession of books was 0.39 

volumes. In 2006, the National Public Library per capita cost of purchasing books was 0.508 Yuan 

(Wang, 2007). In 2007, the government funds allocated to public libraries were 3.954 billion Yuan, 

last year there was an increase up to 7.6 billion Yuan. But due to inflation, the national per capita of 

books has not increased but the actual cost of purchasing books (CCNT, 2008). 

The library has a weak foundation in our country. There is a shortage of financial resources both at 

local and national level. So there is a gap between the demand and supply. Demand is increasing due 

to growth in demand for and lack of supply of public cultural services. For instance, due to these 

financial constraints, cultural operating expenses could develop a lower base in the western region of 

the country. Though there has been a large increase in cultural spending but the absolute increase in 

the amount has not proved to be sufficient to break the financial constraint. Thus the western region 

has been facing cultural debts due to the financial issues. A serious shortage of funds has affected the 

provision of public culture products and services for the masses. In some places, as a result of 

relatively poor financing, investment funds to the library are almost zero. 

The distribution of financial resources of libraries in our country 

The relevant statistics are evident that, in 2554 colleges and universities of China, there are more than 

600 million copies of books (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2012) but the 

public libraries have only 400 million books. University Libraries have 65% of e-journals whereas the 

public libraries have only 28.6% of these. University Library has 30% of line database but the public 

library has only 2.9% of a line database. China's annual procurement volume of the Library cost is 

nearly 5 billion Yuan. Out of this amount 300 billion Yuan are allocated to University libraries 

whereas 2 billion Yuan are allocated to the public libraries and special libraries (Pan, 2007). So we can 

conclude that, in contrast to the university libraries in China, public libraries have a shortage of 

resources. There college students and school staff add up to 45 million but they only have access to 

only 60% percent of the domestic books resources.  

There are 35 qualified tertiary institutions in Harbin, and they hold tens of millions of collected 

resources. But there are very few public libraries. There are only 8 municipal libraries. Harbin City 

Library has created 50 community libraries from 2006 to the present (About Harbin City Library). The 

community libraries hold only 25 kinds of newspapers, 40 kinds of publications and more than 3000 

books. Government invested 80,000 Yuan start-up capital to each library. Government has provided 

30,000 Yuan book-purchasing annually (Ju, 2008) . This meager amount is apparently not enough for   

population of 4 millions of the city.  

A survey was conducted by the author about the university libraries and public libraries in Harbin. The 

results of survey revealed that there was lack of funds and the amount of books in the public libraries 

increased very slowly. The librarians, at Harbin Library, found 50% of books to be leisure books of 

which less than 30% were science books. The Harbin Daoli District Library has only about 100 

readers on per day. 
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The experiences of some foreign university libraries are open to the 

public 

Most university libraries in developed countries are open to the public. In UK, Cambridge University 

Library, University Specialty Library and academic departments’ libraries all have adopted the 

‘open-shelf’ method to provide services to out-of-school readers. These out-of-school readers need 

have no need to provide any documents. They can enjoy reading, browsing, Internet access and other 

services just like the in-school readers. The United States Federal law, according to the Higher 

Education Act, states that public university libraries are built with taxpayer money, and they may not 

refuse out-of-school readers. Some famous private universities such as Harvard University, Yale 

University, also do not refuse to the public and the tourists or visitors. In France, Japan and other 

developed countries, the university libraries and public libraries have no clear boundaries; 

out-of-school readers are free to read, however, borrowing books do need a library card (Liu, 2011). 

These all universities are the backbones in creating a city where all people can read. 

Of course, different countries have different situations. The number of colleges and universities of 

these countries accounted for a higher proportion of their population, while Chinese universities are 

still at the developing stage. If we catch up with the degree of openness abroad; we have to bear more 

pressure.    

University library should open the door to society  

University library has the responsibility of to be open to society. It is the responsiblity of the system 

that the public resources such as university liberaries should be open to the community. First of all, the 

college library and information resources of public culture itself are important parts of the resources 

and should be available to the entire public for use. Second, a university is a ‘temple’ of learning, it 

has an obligation to disseminate scientific and cultural knowledge to enhance social civilization and 

bring up talents for the society. It also trains social personnel. Third, in view of financial sources, the 

money of the universities are from taxpayers so the taxpayers have the right to enjoy the public 

resources. 

University library has ability to open to society 

University library has the material resources which are open to the public. University Library has just 

gone through the assessment of nationwide university undergraduate teaching, many libraries 

purchased a large number of books, therefore, has reached the target that each student owns 80 books 

and also to ensure that the library buys 3-4 books for each student per year. Readers, on the other 

hand, use the diversification of information resources, leading to a decline in book borrowing, 

resulting in a large number of idle books, especially in the holidays, books and venues are left unused, 

which is a great waste of resources. Library is an institute that disseminates information resources to 

service the society, economy and culture. The paper and electronic resources of university libraries are 

more systematic and professional. The social value of library is truly realized by its value of collected 

resources, and it plays a better role in its application. 

The HIT library, for instance, owns 2,700,000 volumes of traditional stock holdings, 1,750,000 books, 

more than 900,000 copies of electronic books and more than 5,000 kinds of periodicals, with the 

introduction of domestic and 51 kinds of large-scale bibliographic databases. HIT has 30,000 full-time 
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students. In 2008, the daily average of borrow-volume of all the full-time students was 2527 during the 

semester, but the daily average of borrow-volume was only 1204 during the holidays. University 

Library has enough personnel to ensure being open to society. University Library is based on the 

university itself, the academic structure of its staff is more reasonable and the staff is more 

professional. 

The needs of the community 

If University Library Services are only limited to the full-time students and provide several years of 

education by stages, then the role of university teaching seems to be too narrow. The learning and 

education of citizens are both life-long, graduates of university and people who did not pass the entry 

exam of university and learn the skills after getting a job and research institutes readers have the 

professional needs for information resources. Libraries should provide continuous education for 

citizens and life-long education services so that citizens have equal rights to information, in order to 

build a learning society leading to a solid foundation. 

University Library opening is its own need of self-development  

Although universities in China are confronting with some difficulties but, in the long run, there is no 

doubt that that the university will open its library to the public. The opening of University Library to 

the society is not only for social services but also for the needs of its own self development. 

There is a need to improve the quality of allocation of resources of the University Library and avoid 

waste of resources. According to statistics, the University Library resource utilization is generally 

lower than 40%, some less than 20%. At HIT, the quantity of the average book-borrow of each student 

is not more than 12 volumes, but the actual rate is less than 2 volumes and the borrow-categories are 

concentrated on the type of teaching reference. On one hand, Library purchases a large number of 

books to meet the teaching evaluation and library assessment, on the other hand, efficiency in the use 

of these resources is not satisfactory. Borrowing rate is also an important indicator of teaching 

evaluation and is difficult to achieve. If the Library opens up to the society, it will be able to access a 

greater range of feedback that helps to adjust the purchase of types of books and other resources in a 

timely manner, to serve the readers better. 

The web-based database which the University Library annually puts a lot of money into is generally 

only used in the campus network. Small institutions or individuals could not afford to have this 

web-based database. Hence, from a social perspective, this too blocks the progress of academic 

research. 

Improve the status of University Library and avoid marginalization 

With the network in-depth of information resources, users gradually understand how easy to use it. 

Now the OA resources are becoming more and more, and people who try to find information on the 

network have found that it is becoming more and more convenient. University faculties and libraries 

ordered a large number of databases, but manual recording of books borrowed by the Library 

Advisory services are increasingly indifferent to this network usage. Through the way University 

Library opens to the society, giving full play to the role of its library, will enable the society to have a 
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better understanding and more acceptances of universities, which in turn enhance the prestige of 

universities in the society. 

University Library gives full play to the potential of professional and technical personnel. In recent 

years, due to the improvement of the work nature and status of the University Library, it has gradually 

build-up professionals of various disciplines and personnel structure is more reasonable. But the 

benefits of human resources have created the duplication of a single service that is not conducive to 

play the potential of every member of staff. By opening the library to the society, it helps to enhance 

the social benefits of human resources and avoid overstaffing. 

The demand of University Library could have sustainable development 

With the cause of the prosperity of the Library and the in-depth of the network, the types of readership 

and needs are also changing. The reader is the basis of the library’s existence. But with the emergence 

of a variety of network libraries which are also streaming our readers: the birth of the Open Content 

Alliance (OCA); the opening of Microsoft’s online library Live Search Books; China’s Read Show 

and The Student and so on, the births of a series of public services and commercial products are 

weakening the role of the library. The outsourcing of traditional business of library to business 

companies reduces the value of the existence of the library from inside. 

Government and University join hands to serve the society strengthen the legislative and 

administrative support. Foreign University Library is able to successfully carry out society service; it 

has something to do with a sound legal system. As early as 1920, the United States formulated the 

Library Law to protect the legitimacy of the library survival and continuity (The Encyclopedia 

Americana, 1920). In 1996, the U.S. government also issued the Library Services and Technology Act, 

whose main objectives were: promoting the construction of the network between the libraries as well 

as educational institutions (ALA). LSTA is a United States federal library grant program. Its roots 

come from the Library Services Act that was first enacted in 1956 (Gregory, 1999). In China, the 

Library Law of People's Republic of China has started in 2001 (Liu, 2003), but until now it is still at 

the developing stage (Yan & Ma, 2010). There is no law to regulate the co-ordination work of 

government departments at all levels of sector, which is essential, and to purchase the resources and 

allocate the funds to the overall situation. According to their own conditions, universities choose the 

appropriate way to serve the society. University Library should estimates its own ability, does a 

self-assessment before opening up, and cannot rush into its opening to the public. It is also necessary 

to have full understanding and analysis about the following: the needs of inside-school readers, the 

book borrowing rate of the inside-library readers, possession of books per capita, the quantity of idle 

books and seats within the reading rooms, and the application of digital resources. So long as these 

things are finished, then we would choose the most appropriate entry point and do a better job. 

Produced by the Google Docs online questionnaire collected 1521 valid receipts, which Open 

University Library's most respected aspects: it is open for different reader groups. University's 

resources constitutes mainly for the teaching and research of school. Their focuses on aspects of data 

collection are different, system resources focused mainly on academic, research, and reference-based 

resources. It is feasible to open to the staff of universities, research institutions and organization, and 

then gradually open up to the public. This is also a two-way choice between the library and reader, at 

the same time reduces the pressure brought about by opening the library to the public. 
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Whereas many libraries complained about shortage of seats in the reading room, we can try by 

opening in stages and periods. For example, open during the night or during holidays. 

Functions of University library are becoming more diverse day by day. Library sets up exhibitions, 

seminars, special services, provide literature information and technology consulting services as well as 

cultural activities. University libraries should guide the general public to access to knowledge and 

become a base for training information technology talents, a place for research and communication, 

and with its advantage of information collection, organization and retrieval of the library, hold special 

seminars regularly and provide a variety of professional information and network services for the 

public. After increasing the social function, it is necessary to adjust the gradual process; to open by 

steps and levels is more suitable. 

Conclusion 

The positive effect of the fact that university libraries are open to the public is indubitable. This 

openness enables full use of social resources, achieving the popularity of library science and culture 

and promoting the role of information dissemination. This is a good thing to both society and 

universities. Universities and society will be a win-win thing. Whether the library is large or small, it 

can serve society by using its advantages directly while doing a good job for their teaching and 

research services; make its own contribution to the creation of our bookishness kingdom. 
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