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1. What is a “Living Library“?

Introduction

People have always told each other stories and
many stories have become fixed in our memory,
be it about fairy tales, fables, but also about his-
torical events and special happenings (e.g. the
Nazi book burnings, the Holocaust, the moon
landing, the war in Syria or Ukraine, the founding

of Microsoft in a garage ...).

Stories accompany us throughout our lives, they
shape how we perceive the world. And through
stories,

e knowledge is passed on.

e experiences and wisdom are shared

o feelings are generated.

e people are convinced

e values and norms are transmitted

e people are motivated

e identity and a sense of belonging are created.

e complexissues can be better communicated.

And when a person can tell us a really good story

(regardless of whether it is ultimately true or

false), then

e it captivates us and we listen carefully and in-
tently

e emotions are awakened and strengthened

and a lasting impression

¢ and leave a lasting impression. Stories are 22
times better remembered than facts.

e jtisretold.

It is precisely emotionalising and "entertaining"
stories that are believed more and that become

more deeply rooted in people's memories.

The “Living Library” concept

The Living Library is a tool that aims to bring to-
gether people from different backgrounds to
share their stories and life experiences. By engag-
ing in conversations on a personal level, it seeks

to challenge prejudice and discrimination.

A living library works just like a normal library:
there are books waiting to be read and visitors
who can choose a book for a limited period of
time. The only difference is that in the Living Li-
brary, Books are people, and reading consists of a

conversation.

In this personal environment, the “books” can
share their story in a personal environment while
the listeners can ask any question they always

wanted, but never dared to ask.



2. Living Library in the context of
remembrance culture

Living Library is a powerful method that can be

easily adapted to the context of remembrance

culture. In this context, Living Library can help to:

Bring history to live

Listening to stories of eyewitnesses reveals
personal fates behind the dates and facts of
historical events. Of course, personal stories
are shaped by individual experiences and thus
don’t always portray historic events objec-
tively. But hearing those stories creates a

stronger bond and helps to connect.

Raise awareness and build empathy

Hearing a story can build bridges between

members of different social groups.

Especially for conflict affected regions, dia-
logue can foster mutual understanding and
respect. Older “living books” who experienced
past wars or conflicts can help younger people

to understand.

It is particularly important not just to talk
about what happened to these people during
and after war, but also how two nations once
peacefully coexisted. It is important to talk
about it in order to raise awareness among
young people about peaceful coexistence

without mistrust and anger.

Facilitate intergenerational & intercultural dialogue

Through the “Living Library” method, an open
space is created where people of different
backgrounds , who normally wouldn't meet in

their daily lives, come together.

The Living Library offers the opportunity to
confront one's prejudices, to reflect on them
and aims to contribute to mutual intercultural

learning by enabling positive, peaceful en-

counters.

Empower marginalized voices

The dialogue between the “books” and the
“readers” can help to reduce prejudice and

develop a more tolerant attitude.

Thus, it is a good way to empower marginal-
ized voices. To ensure this, marginalised social
groups can be the target group. For instance,
you could invite: Holocaust survivors, refu-
gees, migrants, displaced persons, victims of
racism or discrimination, members of the

LGBTQ community, people affected by crisis,




3. How to organise a living library

3.1 Different approaches

There are different approaches to organising a
living library. All of them have advantages and
disadvantages. Which one you chose depends on
your available resources and what your main ob-

jectives are.

Living library as a public event

The living library can take place in a public space,
where the general public is invited. For example,
it could be organised as a part of a wider program
of a large-scale event like a festival or street party.
Or it could be a stand-alone event in a public li-
brary, community centre, municipal building, café

or city park.

Advantages:

e When the living library takes place in a public
space, it can reach a wide and diverse audi-
ence

e |t's flexible and useful when you have many
different “living books”: in an open space, the
participants can decide, which story they want
to hear and how long the conversation should
be

e In public spaces, the event is more visible and
might motivate people passing by to partici-
pate

Be aware that

e the books are sharing their personal stories. In
public spaces, it’s important to create a com-
fortable space with enough privacy.

e atlarge-scale events, it is more difficult to gain
the visitors” attention whereas less frequented

places need more promotional efforts

Living library as a workshop

Living libraries can also be organised as a work-
shop: First, people listen to stories of the books.
Depending on the number of books, this can ei-
ther be done at group tables or in a plenum.
After hearing the stories, the participants can ask
guestions. They will reflect what they heard and
what they learnt from it in a discussion, which is
lead by a trainer. The workshop can take place in

schools, universities or public venues.

Advantages:

e This approach brings beneficial aspects of liv-
ing library into an educational context. Re-
flecting on the stories heard or combining
them with educational content might lead to
longer-lasting impressions.

e |t can deal with a specific topic and target au-

dience.



Be ware that

e even in an educational environment, the sto-
ries of the “living books” should be the main
focus

e the sessions have to be planned beforehand.
This way, timing is less flexible.

e a living library workshops attracts a specific

audience, not the general public

Living library as an online event
With modern technologies like video conferenc-
ing software, a living library can also be held

online.

Advantages:

o flexibility: online events can be attended from
anywhere. Since they are not limited by loca-
tion, they can attract a wider audience.

e Facilitating intercultural dialogue: in online
events, people from different regions can
meet without having to travel.

e fAuch Leute aus verschiedenen Regionen
treffen sich

e Online events can be recorded and shared.

This way, interested people who missed the

live session can watch it later. Of course, live
interaction is lost in recorded living library vid-
eos. But at the same time, memories and ex-
periences of eyewitnesses are preserved. This
can be very effective for remembering historic

events.

Be ware that:

e personal encounters and interaction are
more difficult online.

e technical issues might interrupt the conversa-
tion. Be prepared for poor internet connec-
tion, software or hardware problems.

e not every potential participant has the neces-
sary skills and technologies to attend the

online event.

As you can see, the living library is a very flexible
approach that can be tailored to your individual
needs and expectations. To get a more practical
idea, you can find examples of how the living li-
brary activity was implemented in Azerbaijan,
Georgia and Germany within the “Remember to

Act “ project.
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Georgia

The trainer explained the method, how to prepare
and plan activity step by step, how to choose top-
ic, key elements of storytelling. Participants made
practical workshop and simulation of storytelling
too, which was directly linked to the activity ob-
jectives and topics of remembrance culture and
youth participation, on the example of project
manager Giorgi Agirbaia, founder of Proactive
Group Georgia, whose origin’s comes from Abkha-
zia, Georgia (temporary occupied) and faced war
in August, 2008 in Georgia. He has been “living
book” in back 2015 as well, in one of the partner
organization project. once Participants listened
the story of Giorgi and his family, how war influ-
enced him during the teenage and what inspired
him to work on civil society important, promoting
European values, democracy and working on
youth empowerment with fellow team members,
how was the road of newly established organiza-

tion, which in a short time becomes one of the

leading proactive NGO in Georgia.

Azerbaijan

During the “Living library” session, the trainer first
started with informing the participants about pro-
ject by explaining them what we want to achieve
with this project and why it is so important. Then,
the sessions continued with the stories of two
“Living books” who were born and lived in
Karabakh before the war started in 1992. After
their memories were listened to, the participants

asked them questions about their personal expe-

riences and how they think about the future of
this issue. Then, the trainer led the discussions on
what the students learned about the living books,
the most interesting part, what was new for them
and whether they would again participate in the

living library activity.

Germany

We organized the living library event together
with the association Seebriicke and two volun-
teers as “books”: Christina and Nour. We pre-
pared two “fake books” with a picture of the per-
son, the name, age and a small quote, that people
walking in the bar could look at and then ask to
listen to the story of one of the two “books”. We
would then make them sit at the table (either sin-
gularly or in groups) with the person they chose
and the “book” started telling their story. The
event took place in studiol2 a local bar of Passau
in the city center. The atmosphere, being it a very
cool, student bar, was perfect to create the cozy
feeling of a moment of sharing experiences. The

stories were between 30-35 minutes and with

enough breaks for the books.




3.2 Organising a Living Library - Step by step

Step 1 Choose your approach and concept

» Define your main objectives: what do you want to achieve? Do you want to cover
different stories or address a specific topic (e.g. discrimination against a particular
marginalised group)? What is you target audience, who could be a “living book”?

Choose a setting: in which environment should the living library take place? Do you
want to organise it as a public event, as a workshop or as an online event? How big
should the event be?

Plan the event
» Recruit a team of volunteers who are responsible for the organisation.

» Choose a date, time and location for the living library. If your plan your living library
in a public space, make sure to take all necessary permissions from authorities.

» Plan your budget. Consider costs for the venue, staff, materials and promotion.

Recruit and prepare the “living books “

» To find “living books” who are willing to share their story, it’s useful to create pro-
motional material and information sheets.

You can search for potential living books anywhere: in your neighbourhood, in your
circle of friends and acquaintances, in other NGOs, on social media, in news papers

Make sure that your “living books” feel well prepared and trust you. Organise a
briefing meeting in which you tell them what the project is about. Answer any
guestion or doubt they might have. You can also help them out with a training or a
guideline on storytelling, which helps them to structure their narration.

Promote the event

» Create promotional material like social media graphics, posters, flyers. Reach out
to local media and tell them about your project.

The event

» Before your living library starts, arrange the space to accommodate the living
books. Make sure that “living books” and helping volunteers arrive early enough
to prepare everything.

» After the event collect feedback.




3.3 Guideline for the books

“Story matters, and personal stories feels like being in someone’s shoes, as they are based

on real experiences, feelings, emotions, which gives good food for thoughts.”
— Luka (18), participant from Georgia.

Why am | telling my story?

Every story is important - including yours! With
your story, you can convey a message to the audi-
ence. After the story, they should be able to iden-
tify with you, your concern, your message. In oth-
er words, the "moral of the story" should be rec-
ognisable.

Your story should encourage people to think
about it, to reflect on it and to gain new insights.
The listeners should change something - in think-
ing, behaviour and action! Your story can also
contribute to someone understanding something
better, learning something new or acquiring

knowledge.

12 year old participants reflecting what learned by
listening to his book: “I wish my book good health,
good success, good luck, lots of fun. | learned that in
Ethiopia you drink coffee and eat popcorn with it.
And that they use donkeys to carry their luggage.” ;
“That it’s difficult to start again from scratch”.

What do | tell?

You decide what you tell - it is your book! It is very
important that you decide for yourself: What
message do | want my story to have? What do |
want to achieve with my listeners? What do |
want them to have learned from it, what do |

want them to change afterwards?

You can start by telling who you are, where you
come from and what you are going to tell about,
and maybe already what your "message" is.

A good way to start is to talk about your child-
hood: How and where did you grow up? Describe
your family, where you used to live, your home,
your friends or the school you went to. In this way
you establish a connection with the listeners and
they can better identify with you.

Then you decide which stations and experiences
in your life are important for your message to get
through. It is not only about the "special" things in
your life. Everyday, "normal" life often contains

exciting stories and touches people.

Depending on what your message is, tell about
experiences, encounters from your life. Our tip:
think about which ones are suitable to support
your message or to make it clear. Do not get lost
in details, but concentrate on events etc. that
have to do with the theme/concern of the "Living
Books" action. Sometimes less is more to achieve
a certain effect. It is best to make notes on how
you want to build your story, which events you
mention and in what order. Think about what you
really want to tell and what you might want to

leave out.



Good stories usually have a three-act structure:
Introduction (continuous build-up of tension),
main body (climax), conclusion (wind down, open
ending, unexpected ending, message again).

In a story it has to be more precise: Initial situa-
tion, complication, resolution.

Properly constructed and well narrated, this
structure not only attracts more attention, but
also creates a sense of connection and identifica-
tion with what is happening. Listeners put them-
selves in the situation you experienced, feel it and
see things from your perspective. A "punch line"
or the resolution of a twist is particularly im-

portant at the end.

Tips for being a book'

e Prepare yourself for your role of being a Book.
You have to be convinced about the title you
are representing.

e It can be useful to prepare some factual infor-
mation (statistics, research, etc) in order to
evaluate the relevance of information some
readers might confront you with.

e Be yourself: be honest and open to talk. Listen
carefully.

e Do not act another role or invent characteris-
tics for yourself. The reader will eventually
realize and you will lose credibility.

e Be ready to share your reflected personal ex-
perience. If questions become too intimate,
feel free to say that you do not want to an-
swer.

e Accept and remember that your Reader has
borrowed your title and is interested mainly in
that aspect of your personality. While it may
feel limiting, this is normal in the context of
the Living Library.

e While you might have to repeat yourself over

and over to different Readers, try to treat

each of your Readers as if he or she was the

first one.

o Readers will be interested in your title for a

variety of reasons. A good question to start
the conversation is 'Why did you choose my
book?'

e It may turn out that a reader is ignorant or for

some reason becomes verbally aggressive
and/or attempts to hold you responsible for a
variety of social problems. Try to remain calm

and show understanding, while expressing

your disagreement where necessary.

e |t may happen that you are borrowed by two
or more people. While this can be very inter-
esting, try to avoid being used to sort out
differences of opinion between your Readers.

o If you work with a Dictionary, pause after eve-
ry two-three sentences to ensure that every-
thing you say is translated.

o If you feel uneasy or humiliated by a Reader,
recall the rules of the Living Library: you have
the right to end the discussion if you feel in-
sulted.

. And above all, enjoy being a Book! It can be a

very enriching.

published by the Youth Department of the Council of Euro-
pe: Little, N., Nemutlu, G., Magic, J., & Molnar, B. (2011).
Don't judge a book by its cover!. The Living Library Organi-
ser’s Guide. S.34



3.4 Tips for promotion

For the living library project, promotion is essen-
tial—but not that easy. It is a challenge to arouse
interest in a short amount of time. You should
motivate people to participate, but not bore
them. At the same time, the content of the pro-
ject must not be neglected. To support your pro-

motion efforts, we will give you a few tips.

Whether you choose social media, traditional me-
dia, email marketing, addressing people directly
on the street or all of those approaches, there are
some tools that can guide you. The “AIDA” mar-
keting framework is one of those tools that can
help you to structure your promotion effectively.
“AIDA” stands for:

Attention:

e getting people’s attention, e.g. through per-
sonal, positive appearance, eye-catching
headlines and images or interest-generating
guestions

e For living library you could use the following
guestions as a starting point:

Surely there have been situations in your life
in which you have felt strange and misunder-
stood... How would you feel if you had the
opportunity to share these stories with oth-
ers?

Do you enjoy reading books? Could you imag-
ine having the stories you would otherwise
find in books told to you by a human being?
Wouldn't the stories be more lively and ex-

citing then?

Interest

e Once you have people's attention, it’s essen-
tial to arouse deeper interest in the recipients.
Give them information about who you are and

what you want to reach with the project. Keep

it short and reduce it to the most important
information.

Desire:

e The third phase is about transforming the ini-
tially aroused interest into the desire to partic-
ipate in the event. To do this, you can high-
light the positive effects of participating in a
living library

e asa “living book”:

e Your story, no matter what it is, is
heard. You learn and realise the value
of your experiences, your own story.

e You surround yourself with interested
and committed people.

e You can contribute to making other
people more tolerant through your
story.

e You experience understanding and
recognition

e asa “reader”:

e You recognise commonalities with
people who were previously strangers
to you.

¢ You make new experiences and get to
know new people whom you would
otherwise never meet.

e You can get deep insights into the life
of another person by asking questions.

e You learn exciting stories that cannot
be found anywhere else.

¢ The informal atmosphere enables you
to make numerous contacts with peo-

ple from different cultures

Action:

e The last step is a call-to-action.

e Ask them to register as a “living book”,
“interested reader” or volunteer to help with

the planning of



3. 5 Useful Resources for implementing a living library

The first-ever Living Library was organized n Den-
mark in 2000 at the Roskilde Festival. The original
idea had been developed by a Danish Youth NGO
called ‘Stop the Violence’ (Foreningen Stop
Volden) as part of the activities they offered to
festival goers. Since then, it has become a wide-
spread approach that has been adapted by the
Council of Europe, amongst others. This way, vari-

ous useful resources were developed.

In this chapter, we will present some of the most
practical resources you can use for implementing

your own Living Library.

Don't judge a book by its cover! Living Library Or-
ganiser’s Guide 2011

This guide can be found on the Council of Europe

Living Library web portal:

It includes information about the history and
methodology of the Living Library, resources and
materials needed for it’s implementation, inspira-

tion for visual materials and practical tips.

The Human Library Organization

The Human Library Organization is a non profit
organisation that is dedicated to ensuring a global
implementation of the Human Library as a learn-
ing platform. On their website you can find living
library events organised all over the world and a
“human library” with “living books” of different

backgrounds:

Apart from this, there are several videos that de-
liver a visual impression of the project. Especially
the shorter videos can be used to introduce the
concept to interested volunteers and potential

participants:

Being Read:
37-minute Documentary about human libraries by

Storyhive:

Creating the Human Library: fighting taboos and
stigma through dialogue
Inspiring Ted Talk by Ronni Abergel , creator of

the human library:

Living Library
Short video by the University of Sydney:

Human Library Explained in a Minute
A short Introduction Video by the Human Library

Organization:

10


https://www.coe.int/en/web/youth/living-library
https://www.coe.int/en/web/youth/living-library
https://humanlibrary.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7K2ehhiDfv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZmEqksaEVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZmEqksaEVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZmEqksaEVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L46W4K1os_Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L46W4K1os_Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fCGBXKy4Wuk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fCGBXKy4Wuk
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