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PROJECT OVERVIEW



The U.S. in 2023: A fractured social landscape

“Everybody is aware that we are very divided, that there is a lot of distrust 
and polarization. One thing I've noticed is even the people who I see as very, 
very extreme and polarizing figures will point to the problem that we are 
very polarized. I think a lot of us are in this space like, Okay. So… what do we 
do about it?. . . A lot of different groups and projects are starting to emerge 
and we’re trying to learn from each other, and we’re asking, ‘Do you have 
the right answer? What are you doing over there?...’ We’re all kind of in that 
space.”  

- Spokane Public Library



American democracy needs systems-level 

solutions

The opportunity to address these 
social divisions and ultimately, 
strengthen American democracy, 
calls for solutions that address the 
roots of the problems. Increased 
levels of social capital and a 
stronger civic infrastructure must 
be integral to any such solutions.

Photo credit: Kellee Forkenbeck



Bridging can be defined as engaging 
across difference in ways that respect 
identities, foster mutual relationships, 
seek a common good, and promote a 
commitment to civic engagement, 
thereby contributing to increased social 
capital and strengthened civic 
infrastructure, and ultimately, a 
stronger democracy.

- Adapted from Interfaith America, Bridgebuilding 
in Higher Education

How to strengthen social capital and civic 

infrastructure? Bridging is one solution

Photo credit: The Ferguson Library



Public libraries offer unique spaces in 
American life

Photo credit: Citizen University 



Program Summary
The Library Bridge Building program, implemented by IREX and funded by More 
Perfect, aims to enhance the bridging capabilities of public libraries in the U.S. to 
combat rising levels of distrust and division.

IREX and its expert partner spoke with diverse public libraries, library associations, 
and bridging organizations and analyzed existing bridgebuilding initiatives, tools, 
models, approaches, and programs; analyzed challenges and gaps in resources that 
public libraries need to implement these activities; and identified library needs in 
terms of effective tools to measure impact.

This landscape analysis informed the development of a resource hub in collaboration 
with WebJunction to support public libraries and library stakeholders with 
implementing bridging activities in their own communities.



Data were collected through in-depth interviews from late 2022 to early 2023 from library associations, bridging organizations, and 20 
public libraries. Interviewees demonstrate a range of exemplary work but are not necessarily representative of all public libraries.

*Data from 10 of the public libraries came via a case study questionnaire implemented in 2022 by Shamichael Hallman.

We learned from… 

Library Associations
1. American Library Association (ALA)
2. The Association for Rural & Small Libraries (ARSL)
3. Chief Officers of State Library Agencies (COSLA)
4. Public Library Association (PLA)
5. Urban Libraries Council (ULC)

Bridging Organizations
1. Bridge Alliance
2. Essential Partners
3. Interactivity Foundation
4. Living Room Conversations
5. National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation (NCDD)
6. The Village Square

Individual Public Libraries*
1. Cobb County Public Library, Atlanta, GA
2. Columbus-Lowndes Public Library, Columbus, MS
3. Conneaut Public Library, Conneaut, OH
4. Dakota County Library, Eagan, MN
5. Dallas Public Library, Dallas, TX
6. Daniel Boone Regional Library, Columbus, MO
7. Estes Park Public Library, Estes Park, CO
8. The Ferguson Library, Stamford, CT
9. Johnson County Library, Shawnee, KS
10. Kansas City Public Library, Kansas City, MO

11. Lexington Public Library, Lexington, KY
12. Memphis Public Libraries, Memphis, TN
13. Milton Public Library,  Milton, MA
14. North Liberty Library, North Liberty, IA
15. Saint Paul Public Library,  Saint Paul, MN
16. Salt Lake County Library, Salt Lake County, UT
17. Skokie Public Library, Skokie, IL
18. Spokane Public Library, Spokane, WA
19. Topeka-Shawnee County Public Library, Topeka, KS
20. Toronto Public Library, Toronto, ON



BRIDGEBUILDING 
RESOURCE HUB 
WALKTHROUGH



oc.lc/bridge-building

https://oc.lc/bridge-building


oc.lc/bridge-building

https://oc.lc/bridge-building


The Bridgebuilding resource 
collection can be searched, 
sorted, and filtered.





Case Study Example



PUBLIC LIBRARIES 
BUILDING BRIDGES



Seth Smith, Daniel Boone Regional Library (MO) 

Seth Smith

Public Services Librarian, Daniel Boone Regional Library (MO)

• One Read at DBRL
• Human Library at DBRL 

https://www.dbrl.org/one-read
https://www.dbrl.org/adults/human-library-unjudge-someone


Matt McLain, Salt Lake County Library (UT)

Matt McLain

Associate Director, Community Engagement, Salt Lake County 
Library (UT)

• Let's Be Neighbors discussion series at SLCL

https://www.slcolibrary.org/events/featured/lets-be-neighbors


RECOMMENDATIONS



Overall Recommendation

Considering the potential harms to public libraries and librarians’ well-
being, should we encourage public libraries to do bridging work? YES!

Public libraries should continue to facilitate bridging activities, and should 
recognize their contributions to civic infrastructure.

Even considering the potential harms to public libraries and library staff 
well-being, we encourage public libraries to continue to do bridging work. 
We recommend supporting public libraries to proactively work to reduce 
their risk.



Consider forming a community 
of practice to promote shared 
learning around building social 
capital, strengthening civic 
infrastructure, and bridging. 

Recommendations for Public 

Libraries/Library Associations

Photo Credit: Jenny Garmon



• Create knowledge sharing 
opportunities for public libraries and 
bridging associations. 

• Consider updating current community 
needs assessments to support the 
public library's potential to build social 
capital and civic infrastructure. 

• Implement a change process that 
maps out the different stages of 
bridging activities - from assessment 
to design to implementation to 
evaluation - that contribute to 
broader community change.

Recommendations for Public 

Libraries/Library Associations

Photo Credit: Shantanu Kumar



“Reflecting on closing down divides, or helping with understanding, I really like 
the idea that libraries are a place for everyone, and the ideological differences 
shouldn’t matter in terms of what our programming offers and what we try to 
accomplish here.

“It’s getting the people into the room, figuring out how to reach audiences, 
because it’s a leap of faith, not only for the people who are volunteering, but 
also for people to come do a reading, because you’re all being very vulnerable. 
You’re showing: ‘I’m completely ignorant about this identity that you identify 
as.’ And so, it takes an act of bravery.”

Daniel Boone Regional Library



Please share any questions or comments…

And stay in touch! 

tsusmanpena@irex.org
 

Explore today:
oc.lc/bridge-building
Explore today:
oc.lc/bridge-building

mailto:tsusmanpena@irex.org


www.IREX.org
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