THE POLITICAL PROCESS IN RURAL AMERICA

Richard Speer, Director
0il City, Pennsylvania Library

Mr..Speer discusses political participation in this country as it historically
developed and as it exists today. This paper was presented to librarians
during a Rural Libraries and the Humanities workshop on May 7, 1982. He
offered up suggestions on how libraries can meet the needs of those involved
in the political process.

Rural public libraries have been serving the needs of citizens involved
in the political process at varying levels of quality for many years. This
service has often been provided unconsciously as an adjunct to the library's
general information and materials lending services.

This paper will explore political participation in rural America,
identify the needs of citizens and groups who are participating, illustrate
how libraries, both rural and non-rural, have been responding to those neceds,
and, finally, propose realistic service patterns to meet the participation
needs of the 1980's.

Very little research exists to distinguish differences in political
participation activities between rural and urban communities in America. By
definition, differences exist in each environment. Rural living is character-
ized by geographic remoteness, more personalized interactions in daily living,
and by deprivation in income, organized information sources, commercial
tacilities, health-care facilities, and educational opportunities.

Politics locally are more personalized in rural areas, because life is

more personalized. This personalization tends to hold communities and lives



together. Rural residents are traditionally comservative (yet recent evidence
shows this area changing)‘2 Continued interaction among the same groups of
people provides a comfortable cohesion to daily life. Traditional social
institutions in rural America are more highly valued than in urban areas,3

Despite some basic envirommental differences, there are very few identi-
£iable differences in the way people participate in political activities. The
only one which was identified in a recent literature search by this author was
a slight variation in voter turnout. A higher percentage of rural registered
voters turn out to vote than their urban countetparts.A

There does not appear to be any great difference in their politics. A
major factor behind this similarity may be that through mass communication and
urban-rural migration we are becoming a homogeneous population.

David Knoke and Constance Henry, in an observation of the political
structure of rural America, predicted that a key trend for the future will be
a move toward greater homogenization with the urban political culture. They
see rural areas continuing to be exposed through mass media and interpersonal
contacts to the dominant political styles from urban areas. They also see a
continued urban to rural migration. They predict that the end result will be
a rural population which is as heterogeneous and politically diverse as the
urban centers, with all meaningful distinctions disappearing.5

Whenever possible, the author will focus on the rural environment, but
due to the aforementioned similarities between rural and urban participation,
and because of the lack of research differentiating the two, this paper will
not be strictly limited to the rural community. In the final sections, the
author will focus on responses which rural libraries might make to serve needs

surrounding the political process.



The demographics of political participation are very similar to those of
library use. Income, education and occupational status all correlate

positively with individual participation.6’7

These are all groups which have
been traditionally reached by libraries.

_Political alienation has been prevalent across the United States for
almost twenty years. Through the 1960's and 1970's there was a distinct drop
of confidence in and respect for government.8 This dissatisfaction is not
limited to any particular group in our society. Young and old, educated and
uneducated, blue-collar and white-collar, and rich and poor, almost everyone,
to some degree, lacks confidence in government at all levels. Complaining
about government is often safer than complaining about the weather.

One predominant response to this dissatisfaction has been withdrawal.
Traditional measures of citizen participation are on the decline: voter
turnout, political party affiliation, and public confidenceA9 Citizens are
pulling out of the traditional political process.

A second, seemingly contradictory, response has been increased partici-
pation in citizen organizations and public interest groups. People are
involved in a multitude of efforts to make government more accessible,
accountable, and responsive.10 This public interest, or citizen action
movement, emerged in the 1960's following Congressional epactment of a large
body of legislation to take care of unfinished business going back to the
1930's. 1

President Johnson pushed through several new and significant pieces of
legislation, flooding the administrative channels of the executive branch.
The new laws promised services in such areas as housing, education, health,

and jobs, but the government was not equipped for immediate delivery. Public

_3_



expectations were high, but the performance in administering these new laws
was low. This resulted in widespread distrust and cynicism about American
ideals and government. Organized constituencies began to form around issue
politics, at a distance from the established political partics.lz

During the same period when the citizen action movement was getting its
start, our society was having to deal with other changes. Since before the
turn of the century we have been living with the alienating conditions of
modern governmental bureaucracy and the alienating consequences of mass-
industrialized society. While these forces have been present in America,
mediating institutions, such as the church, political parties, and fraternal
organizations, have helped to reconcile individuals to them. These
institutions assisted in sustaining pluralism, developing consesus, and
providing social mobility‘13

They provided a cohesion and a sense of belonging. People interacted
through these groups, making decisions for their own lives and reaching
consensuses on issues present in the wider political arena. They were a major
vehicle through which people participated in the political process. They also
were a source of personal and group identity, successfully counteracting
modern society's alienating forces.

In the recent past, the influence of these mediating institutions has
declined significantly, leading to an erosion in the traditional sources of
consensus making. As a result, it is now difficult to build a political
consensus during a period in which many critical choices must be made. Active
citizen participation in groups is an alternative means to build consensus.
At this, point it is an experimental alternative to compensate for the decline

. S . 14
in traditional consensus making.



One must also be aware that not all participation has been citizen-
initiated. On the local, state, and federal level there exists a widespread
practice of mandating citizen participaticn.]s

Population growth, technology, and affluence have created a complex set
of problems which have led to immense regulatory and service demands being
placed upon all levels of government. This has resulted in an enormous growth
of government bureaucracy with tremendous discretionary power, resulting in
civil service becoming a fourth branch of government.l6

This development has created two needs, first, there is the danger that
administrative agencies may abuse their power. Legislatures have the respon-
sibilty for regulating the agencies, but due to the amount of legislative work
and the size of the bureaucracy, they cannot do this. Citizen participation
has developed as an alternative means of monitoring government agenices.17

Also, government agencies are not entirely comfortable with their
discretionary power. Knowing they are paid by taxpayers and overseen by
elected officials, they are reluctant to make unpopular and controversial
decisions. Often they cannot be avoided and, as a result, justification and
support for difficult decisions becomes a matter of crucial importance to
them. They often use citizen participation as a means of improving, justi-
fying, and developing support of decisions.l

Participation, both within and outside the system, is part of our
consciousness in the 1980's. Every month we see groups locally (or hear about
them through the media) which participate and make a difference in local
issues. Whether fighting a community school closing, developing improved
health-care services and facilities, or searching for a solution to waste
disposal problems, people are coming to realize that channeling alienation

into participation works.
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CATEGORTES OF PARTICIPATION

In an essay prepared as background information for the National Con-
ference on Citizen Participation (held in September 1978), Stuart Langton
identified four categories of citizen participation.19 A quick look at these

_categories is essential for understanding the entire scope of political
participation in America. It will also provide a helpful foundation upon
which to discuss local library services to meet information needs in this
area.

The four categories identified by Langton are: obligatory participation,
electoral participation, citizen involvement, and citizen action.zo Table A
outlines the major characteristics of each category.

Obligatory participation refers to activities which are compulsory.
There are wayvs in which everyone must participate. Paying taxes, signing up
for the draft, and serving on jury duty are three classic examples.

Activities connected with the election process are defined as electoral
participation. Some examples include voting and working for a political party
or candidate.

Langton's third category, citizen involvement, refers to activities
initiated and controlled by government. In most instances, citizen involve-
ment 1is a group activity, such as advisory councils and long-range planning
committees, but it can also include individual participation as in testifying
at a public hearing. Each instance of citizen involvement also serves one of
two purposes. It can provide a monitoring function, watching over the
activities of government agencies. It can also serve as a vehicle for input,
providing government with information and ideas to assist with and improve

decision-making.
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Major
distinguishing

feature

Major
purpose

Examples
of
activities

Dominant
concerns

Typically
interested

Citizen

Action
Refers to activi-
ties initiated and

controlied by
citizens for
purpose

some

To infiuence

decisions of
government
officials or
voters

Lobbying; public
education; protest;
public advocacy;
civil disobedience;
class-action suits

Organizing effective-
ly; obtaining appro-
priate information;
developing support;
raising funds; making
maximum political and
public impact

Neighborhood and com-
munity action groups;
public-interest and

corsumer groups; Com-
munity agencies
vidual citizens

indi-

Citizen
Involvement

Reters to activi-
ties initiated and
controlled by
government for
administrative
purpose

To improve decision
making and services
and develop con-
sensus and support
for decisions

Advisory committees;

public hearings; goals

programs; surveys;
hot lines; volunteer
programs

Involving more citizens Increasing voter

informing citizens

better; broadening the

range of citizen rep-
resentation; main-

taining citizen interest;
effective utilization
involvement

of citizen

Refers to activi-
ties to nominate

and elect repre-
sentatives or to

vote on pertinent
issues on a regularly
scheduled basis
established by law

Refers to activities
ties in which participa-
tion is compulsory
according to law

To provide
stability, con-
tinuity of leader-
ship, and a work-
able consensus for
government

To provide sufficient
support for govern-

ment to perform its legal
functions

Voting; running for
office; working for
a candidate; volun-
teering to help a
political party

Paying taxes; doing
military service; jury
duty

Increasing public under-
standing of the obilga-
tions of citizenship;
attracting and retaining
capable jurors and
military personnel

turnout; raising
funds for a party
or candidate

in

decision making; obtaining

necessary funds

Legislative comm-
mittees; administra-
tive agencies;
regulatory agenices

Elected officials; Judges; court officers;
political parties; military leaders; tax
political candidates officals

Lexington, Mass.: Lexington Books, 1978, p. 22.



The final category, citizen action, also is primarily a group participa-
tion method. It is characterized by activities which are initiated and
controlled by citizens. Examples include lobbying, public education programs,

and class-action suits.Zl

RURAL RESPONGSE

The 1970's saw a vast increase in the overall amount of political
participation and there are no apparent trends in the future that would
suggest any reversals. Although forecasting trends is often specnlative, in
the interest of planning library services for the rural community of the
1980's and beyond, a few general observations can be made.

In the next several years we are likely to see a further increase in
participation in action groups in rural areas. We will witness a delayed
rural response to the changes which have spurred the growth of these groups in
the urban environment.

One theory presented earlier suggests that increased involvement in
citizen action groups is an experimental attempt to regain some of the social
benefits which in the past were provided through more traditional mediating
institutions, e.g., the church, political parties, and fraternal organiza-
tions.zz Many have observed that these traditional institutions have suffered
less of a decline in rural than in urban dreas‘?)j This implies that one of
the motivating forces behind participation in citizen action groups is not as
prevalent in rural areas as in urban aveas.

The relative strength of these mediating institutions has held due to the

inherent conservatism of the rural resident aud also due to the geographic



isolation of rural communities, but it is very likely that these institutions
and their influence will continue to decline. The migration of urban and
suburban residents with their values and political ideas, combined with the
idéreased communication with urban areas, cannot help but to erode away at the
sL;;ngth of these traditional institutions.

Citizen action groups will increase in rural areas due to the migration of
people and ideas. This will happen directly through the adoption of urban
political action patterns to correct specific social ills and it will be
spurred indirectly as people search for institutions to help develop the
concensus and to provide the social mobility which was obtained in the past
through other institutions.

Another trend which will increase the amount of local political activity
was identified by Kirkpatrick Sale in his recent book, Human Scale. He is one
of many observers who sees a trend towards increased local control over
government financing, activities, and services. Sale predicts that as
worldwide resources diminish, we will be forced to curtail the role of the
federal government, compelling local communities to assume new burdens<24
Fach of our communities will have to rely on its own capacities and resources.

This increase in local reliance will result in a direct increase in local
political activity to make decisions on handling these new challenges. The
increased local activity will have concomitant needs for a wide variety of
information.

Sale's predictions are not far off from the current situation in the
United States. President Reagan, the Libertarian Party, and many citizens
would like to disentangle the federal government from several areas of current

involvement.



A final general trend which will further contribute to the growth of
citizen participation is the rise in influence of the mass media. More
information is available to the public today than ever before in our history.
Any abuse of power, error, or poor performance by goverament agenices is
égickly communicated to the puhlic‘z5

This has stimulated citizen participation by making more people aware of
more problems. Given the dominance of media in our society and the growing
number of problems that government must address, it is unlikely that the

. . L . 26
impulse for involvement among citizens will abate.

THE PLANNING PROCESS

Citizen participation in the political process is a fact of life in rural
and urban areas and the level of that participation is very likely to grow in
the next decade. So just how does the rural public library make an effective
response to citizen needs in this area? There is no one correct answer to
this guestion. Appropriate effective responses will vary from community to
community. Libraries must be willing to take an objective look at their
community needs and plan their responses around those needs.

For many of wus, the best response we could make in this area would be
little or no respomse at all. Most rural public libraries are functioning
with very limited resources. There may be several other higher-priority
community needs which the library could addresss. The number of people in our
communities who are actively involved in the political process 1is probably
very small. Therefore, it is essential that a library go through a total
systematic planning process before developing services in this or any other

area.
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Planning is a valuable activity for any organization. It offers a chance
to step back and look at the entire picture, analyze existing needs and avail-
able resources, and plot the most effective course of action. Lack of planning

is irresponsible for any agency dealing with public funds.

provides librarians with the tools to engage in effective planning. One of the
beauties of this document is its adaptability and flexibility. It is a blue-
print for designing and tailoring a planning process to fit individual local
libraries and library systems. Total planning, whether done in a very limited
or in a comprehensive fashion, is necessary before developing any new services.

While involved in overall planning there are a few factors concerning the
political process which need to be considered in the light of individual local
circumstances. Depending on the local situation, these factors may either
enhance or detract from the case for designing services specifically for
individuals and groups involved in this area.

The first of these factors is the total number of people who actively
engage in the>poiitifal process and also the characteristics of these in-
dividuals. There is a general agreement among sociologists that active
participants in the political process are few in number and unrepresentative
of the population ovvrall427

We are talking about a group that represents 5-7% of our population.zs
lhey are the social elite--higher income brackets, better educated, and
working in jobs with a higher occupational status. They are also probably

already library users.
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In one study of community groups involved in the political process, it
was found that among the most active members, 82% were library users. This
compares with a Gallup Poll survey done in the same time period which
identified 51% of the general population as library users. (In this same
study it was found that although 82% were library users, they generally did
not use the library as an information sources for their citizen group
activities.)z9

How do these factors affect the planning of services in this area? In
planning, onme must look at the people participating in their community. How
many are participating? To what degree do they participate? What 1is the
practice of local government; do they iavolve citizens in decision-making
activities? How many citizen action groups exist locally; what are their
sizes?

If participation 1is abnormally high, you should definitely develop
services in this area, but even if the level of participation 1is typically
low, there may be other factors present which will justify the application of
library resources to this area.

"Even through politically involved individuals do not use the library for
information concerning political activities, they are already library users."”
Is this true of your community? Who are the politically active people? Are

they library users? 1f so, what library services do they use?

If this group is already using your library for political information
there is no need to concentrate any further resources in this area. [t they
are not, they should be a group which are easily reached. Most likely, they
are either already users of the library or are people with a background such



that they would not feel uncomfortable using the library. A limited effort on
the library's part could reach a large number of potential users of informa-
tion services.

A second factor to be considered is the social responsibility which the
public library has to provide access to information to every individual in the
community.

Only those at the lower end of the social hierarchy need to actively
participate in order to generate power. Large corporate interests, for
example, have ample power without any 'participation." They can usually
promote their self-interest successfully through the use of corporate
resources and without the sacrifice of much personal time or energy. On the

other hand, individual citizens often have to participate at considerable

e 30
personal sacrifice.
This also applies to access to information. Money and other resources
can buy this access. Public libraries have a responsibility to actively

create a more equitable access for all individuals and groups who are to
participate.

A third factor to consider is the two-fold way in which citizen par-
ticipation groups deal with information. They not only are consumers of
information, but they also disseminate information to a wide spectrum of the
community on a broad range of public policy issues.3

Despite the fact that most citizen groups are only interested in promoting
their own viewpoint, they are all in the business of informing the public.
Government-initiated citizen involvement groups have this same goal, a goal

which 1s also shared by public libraries.
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Although only 5—7% of the population is actively involved in political
participation, there is another sub-group of approximately 60% that play
spectator roles.32 These spectators want to keep informed, making the citizen
attion and citizen involvement groups, because of their information-generating
activities, valuable allies of the library.

The final two factors which should be considered when planning services
in this area are political in nature. The first of these involves the
attitude of local governments toward participation and the other councerns the
development of long-term community support for the library program.

The growth of citizen participation to meet the two needs of a growing

bureaucracy 1is characterized by a significant polarity in the meaning of

participation. In one sense, participation is a control mechanism when
citizens perform a monitoring function. On the other hand, it is an
assistance function regarding agency decisions. Ironically, participation may

represent either a threat to or a way of reducing threats to an agency. Many
government officials are ambivalent about it.33

This factor should never determine what services are or are not provided,
but it may alter the manner in which the services are delivered. 1f Jlocal
governmental attitudes are decidedly anti-participation, promotion of any
library services in this area might be kept rather low-key.

The final consideration when determining to what extent the libravy
should provide support for activities of people engaged 1n the political
process involves looking at the value of developing support relationships with
all organizations in the community. Edward Howard, in the publication, Local

Power and the Community Library, suggests that it should be the goal of every
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public library administrator to develop positive sanctional relationships with

all organizations in the community. He feels that this should be accomplished
. . . . . 34 S

by making personal contacts with community organizations. This is a very

desirable goal and, because of the fact that they all are consumers of

information, it should be easily obtainable with citizen action, citizen

involvement and traditional political party groups.

SERVICES AND PROGRAMS

After looking at political participation in America and considering
systematic planning for total library services, let us now look at the various
services and programs public libraries are currently providing to meet the
needs in this area and also look at services and programs we might provide to
meet the needs through the 1980's. For the purpose of looking at the various
needs in this area, we will refer back to Langton's categories of citizen
participation.

Obligatory participation is the one type of political involement that no
one avoids--the participation which is compulsory by law.

The major support which libraries can provide in this area is to make
available information to increase public understanding of these obligations of
citizenship. Basic legal information is essential: information to aid
citizens in understanding and interpreting the laws to facilitate informed
compliance. Access to sources of in-depth information should be provided:
interlibrary contacts with law libraries should be developed and nurtured,
lists of the nearest law libraries which are open to the public should be
kept, and access to associations providing specialized information should be

made available.
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Public programs are one way of disseminating information in this area.

The most popular topic presented is on preparing the individual tax return.
<Firms which prepare taxes for a fee will usually provide a qualified speaker
at no charge, just for the exposure which they receive.

The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has been distributing a set of
reproduceable federal tax forms to most public libraries over the last couple
years. The availability of these forms should be promoted widely through the
local media.

Depending on local needs, libraries may wish to become a sponsoring
agency for the IRS's Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program. The IRS
will train volunteers to assist individuals with the completion of tax return
forms.

Another need connected with obligatory participation 1is one of
prospective jurors. They are often asked to sit for long hours awaiting jury
selection. Escape from extreme boredom is a dire need of these people. Many
would love to have access to a variety of magazines, paperbacks, and other
materials, which could be provided by the library along with promotional
flyers. This would be a perfect opportunity for a county library system to
reach a wide geographic and socioeconomic cross-section of people.

Langton's second category of political participation 1is electoral
participation. This refers to our entire process of electing respresentatives
and leaders. Although the percentage of the voting age population which is
actually voting has been declining since 1962, more people participate in this

manner than in the final two categories.
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The information needs of those involved in electoral participation fall
into three categories: those of the political parties, those concerning voter
registration and those connected with understanding specific issues and/or
cégdidates‘ Political parties provide the substance around which our
electoral system revolves, but because they are comprised of complex local
groups, with a wide variety of information needs, we will look at their needs
when we discuss citizen involvement and citizen action groups.

Voter registration information is basically legal information, not unlike
that concerning obligatory participation. Thanks to the movement towards
universal sufferage and the elimination of most barriers to registration, in
many states it simply involves completing a form and mailing it in. These
forms are often provided by the library.

Once registered to vote, people need to understand issues and candidates

in order to make informed decisions. This need has been a focus of pro-
gramming in many public libraries. Issues have been presented, analyzed and
debated. Candidates have been exposed to voters in a variety of settings,

ranging from a structured debate to an informal tea.

Decisions have to be made locally on whether election-type programming is
worth the effort. It involves a great deal of staff time in planning,
publicizing, and staging the event. A couple questions which may help one
reach a decision include: What is the level of public interest in the issue/
election? and What other alterpatives do citizens have for obtaining the
information?

Besides providing a forum for voters to become informed, an election

program may have the added benefit of making new friends of the library. One
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of those candidates will win the election and she is likely to remember the
valuable program presented by the library.

The entire electoral process is kept viable by the political parties.
Thé§ nominate the candidates, decide on the issues, raise money for the
campaign, and conduct the election. Political parties, old and new, work
within the established electoral framework, yet they are groups with charac-
teristics and information needs very similar to the citizen action and citizen
involvement groups which make up Langton's final two categories of participa-
tion. All of these groups have the final goal of influencing the actions of
government. They all organize people and seek, process, and disseminate
information.

The major differences between the three are found in the roots of their

organizing. Political parties exist to sustain and work within the electoral

process. Citizen involvement groups are initiated and controlled by govern-
ment for specific administrative functions. As stated earlier, these func-
tions fall into one of two categories: to provide increased citizen involve-

ment to improve decision-making or to monitor the actions of an administrative
agency. Citizen involvement groups of rural local government will almost
always fall into the former, positive input category.

In contrast to citizen involvement groups, citizen action groups are
initiated and controlled by the citizens themselves, usually to achieve some
specific purpose. These groups use lobbying, public education, protest,
public advocacy, etc., to achieve their ends.

All three types of groups deal with a wide variety of public policy
issues, including: education, recreation, land use and zoning, the environ-

ment, energy use, development and redevelopment, transportation, employment,
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the aging, housing, and the delivery of health and other public services.
Citizen action groups usually exist to promote a specific aspect of these
issues, while citizen involvement groups and political parties must concern
themselves with the entire issue. (Although, in reality, citizen involvement
groups and political parties are often dealing with or reacting to a specific
aspect, while citizen action gropus must remain aware of the overall issue.)

All citizen groups share some basic organization information needs,
completely divorced from the issue-related information with which they must
deal. These needs include effective organizing, administrative management,
internal communication, public relations, fund-raising, and research and

35,36,37,38

information-gathering techniques. These information needs are
often not even recognized by the group or their leaders, who are primarily

concerned with the issues.

All of these groups are organized for the purpose of processing informa-

tion. The group members begin by seeking information, both locally and
beyond. They then manipulate this information in various ways, depending on
the group's organizational patterns and objectives. They finally disseminate

this information to members of their own group, members of related groups, the
general public, the media, and/or decision-makers. It is disseminated through
a variety of channels, including personal and telephone contacts, meetings,
39 . .
letters, newsletters, flyers, and press releases. The final goal is to

influence the actions of government.

LIBRARY SERVICE TO GROUPS
Groups connected with the political process represent only a fraction of

all the organizations in a rural community. It is the variety and interaction
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of all organizations which provides a community with one distinctive charac-
teristic. This pattern of organizations 1is a major facet of any given
community, yet the public library literature on service to organizations is
extremely sparse.

Edward Howard's theory of organizational sanction was referred to earlier.
He feels that community organizations give sanction, either approval or disapproval,
to library programs. He  suggests that a major goal for public
library administrators should be to develop positive sanctional relationships
with all organizations in the community. Although admitting that this goal
can never be reached, he feels that it is possible through planned, purposeful
action to decrease the number of organizations that are in opposition and to
increase the number that are neutral or supportive‘ao

Howard states that organizations are a convenience for the public
library, because they offer multiple receivers for each instance of library
service.z‘1 Another person who typifies this attitude is Jerry Kidd. In an
essay published in ALA's Information for the Community, he suggests that ia
order to provide better communily information services, public libraries need
to become more orientated towards serving orgnnizatlons.bz Roger Greer and
Martha Hale, in their Community Analysis lInstitutes (held across the country in
the late 1970's), advocated that it was the role of the public library to
serve as a special library for community organizations.

There are many local instances of serving organizations, which have,
unfortunately, never been shared in the protessional literature. It is an
area of service which should be provided in some degree by publiic tibraries of

all sizes, rural as well as urban.
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Citizen action groups are easy to serve because of their nature--forma-
tion around a specific aspect of an issue. Group members and leaders are
making an active statement of their interest just by becoming involved. The
leaders, especially of a newly-formed group, have immediate information needs
which should be capitalized on and filled quickly by the public library. They
will find a source for their information needs, and, if left to their own
instincts and practices, that source will probably not be the library.

Service to citizen involvement groups may not be as easy. Members
usually have been asked to serve, therefore their information needs might not
seem as pressing. Yet, they still need information to accomplish their task.
The public library that can provide information to meet the actual needs of
this group has the added benefit of increasing the value of the library in the
eyes of the local government officials who are working with the citizen group.

Information services to agencies of local government, although not
directly connected with the theme of this topic, can be extremely valuable,
especially for rural county system service to local municipal officials and
staff. Not only can practical and needed information be delivered, but how
could the library better communicate its value as an information provider than
by proving it through action. Communicating this value to the people who
control the purse strings can be extremely beneficial.

A search of the literature does not identify any formal rural public
library services aimed at serving the needs of groups involved in the
political process. Formal services are in existence at the Dallas Public
Library, the Seattle Public Library, and the Tulsa City-County Library

System. Each of these programs have individual differences, but they share
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many similarities. All three serve both citizen involvement and citizen
action groups, providing needed information on issues of public policy. In
Seattle and Tulsa the services were developed through the cooperation of other
“community organizations and the provision of service relies on the continued
assistance of these organizations. A volunteer or graduate student is
assigned to the citizen group in a consulting relationship. The service at
Tulsa also involves the presentation of organizational skills workshops for
P 43

citizen groups.

The limited literature on service to citizen groups does agree on steps
which public libraries should take to initiate this service. The first of
these steps involves having available current information on citizen groups.
This information can be obtained by reading newspapers, attending group
meetings, reading citizen group publications (newsletters, flyers, brochures,

. - . . . . 44
and reports), and by maintaining community information files. However, the
maintenance of complete information files on community organizations may
involve cost or staff time demands which outweigh the benefits. Other local
S . . . 45
needs may prohibit the keeping of comprehensive, current files.

Step number two is promotion. In developing this service, continual,
indirect communication must be maintained with citizen groups. This involves
the whole spectrum of public relations similar to that which would be used for
promoting other services. Brochures, feature stories in local newspapes,
. s . . 46,47
direct mailings, and public service announcements are all wvaluable.

The next step concerns direct contact with citizen groups. This should
involve attending open meetings and conducting in-depth interviews with group

le,aders‘l's’z+9
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This direct contact is very time-consuming and probably will have to be
limited to a couple demonstration projects at first.so Only one liaison
person should be developed in each group, eliminating unnecessary duplication
of effort. The interview with the liaison should be conducted in~depth to
identify specific goals, objectives, activities, and information needs of the
group.

Attending group meetings can also be valuable. Not only can one learn
about the group, but library support can be offered for the group's efforts.
It will enable group members to expand their concept of the library and think
of the library's services in terms of their political group activities.

The final step, obviously, is to deliver to the liaison, practical
information and materials to meet his identified needs. No expense should be
spared in locating and obtaining valuable information as quickly as possible.
The liaison will satisfy his information need in some manner and if the
library cannot meet his time demands, he will go elsewhere.

Just how should the average rural public library attempt to serve the
needs of individuals and groups in the political process? Obviously, there is
no simple answer to this question, but there are several conclusions which can
be drawn and effective service responses which can be identified.

As stated earlier, planning for total library service is essential. Each
library should know exactly in what direction they are going to serve their
overall community before they consider providing any new services.

Assuming that your library's plan includes providing reference and
information services, establish an image as an information center. Use the
media, distribute flyers, talk up your information service, and, most impor-
tant, provide every person who walks in or telephones with the information

they need or a referral to another source which can provide it.
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All elements of participation have very definate information needs.
Firmly establishing the image of the public library as a quality information
“source is the single most effective step one can take toward meeting the
iffformation needs connected with the political process.

It has been pointed out that most areas of participation involve public
policy issues. To participate, citizens need information in this field. All
public library collections should provide basic public policy information in
all areas, but especially reflecting local concerns. Librarians must read
local newspapers, identify emerging issues, and acquire information and
materials on those issues before the requests come over the desk.

The need of general organizational information by citizen groups has been
discussed. Library collections should include practical information in this
area, covering effective organizing, public relations, fund-raising, and other
related topics. The success of a citizen action group may depend more on
their organizational skills than on the issues.

When developing a total plan for the library, serious consideration
should be given to serving the needs of the community through direct service
to groups and organizations. Contacts should be made with community organiza-
tions on a regular basis. The purpose of these contacts would be to learn
about the goals and activities of the organization, to inform the organization
of the goals and services of the library, and to identify needs of the
organization which can be met by the library. Citizen participation groups
should be included in the contacts.

Finally, remain sensitive to local needs. If there is widespread mis-

understanding concerning some future tax law, plan a program tov provide the
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needed information. If a major issue arises around a local election campaign,
design a display with materials to enable citizens to make an informed decision.
Apd if a parents group forms to fight a proposed school closing, contact the
leader and provide her with information to support their effort.

As long as rural libraries in America are suffering under the strain of
inadequate funding, serving the needs of the political process will never be a
primary goal. Other, more immediate library and information needs will be
given higher priorities. As rural libraries continue to improve their
services in all areas, many will find that through limited effort they can
meet most of the information needs of individuals and groups participating in

the political process.
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