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Combining Public and Private Sectors in Public Service Delivery:
Lessons from DMS (Designated Management System) Libraries

Jun MATSUNAMI

Abstract

Public libraries in Japan are unique when compared with other public services. Libraries
can be used even if one does not live in the municipality or prefecture in which the library
was established. There is no obligation to use a library, and using libraries is free of charge.
Even the central and local governments have some regulatory power, librarians have
autonomy, which protects the privacy of their users and by which libraries can maintain
trust and respect from such users.

However, libraries now face financial difficulties and ever-increasing demands from their
users. The introduction of the DMS (Designated Management System) to the operation of
public libraries was a drastic effort to reform the service. However, the most radical reform,
the launch of TSUTAYA libraries, failed to be accepted by the public.

Public libraries also give us lessons to understand the nature of public services. Diversity
in public libraries in recent years has been accelerated not by market mechanism but by
each library user’s behavior and by technological innovations such as ICT.

It should be noted that TSUTAYA libraries and some NPO managed libraries faced
criticism because they failed to deliver quality library services. Most DMS libraries managed
by other companies or organizations have been welcomed by their library users because
their services are maintained to a high quality.

As there is a resource limitation in local governments, combining public and private
sectors in the delivery of public libraries, and public service delivery in general, may solve

this limited resource problem. It may also increase the number of library users as well as
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their satisfaction.
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