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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

In 2015, OPM Group, an experienced independent evaluator, were commissioned by The 

Reading Agency to evaluate the Reading Hack programme in the three years of its delivery. The 

evaluation used mixed methods, combining national survey data with in-depth qualitative 

research in five diverse case study locations – Croydon, Manchester, Staffordshire, Telford & 

Wrekin and Hertfordshire. In the third year of the evaluation we included a schools-based case 

study made up of four schools in Derbyshire, Essex, Brighton & Hove, and the West Midlands. 

The evaluation explores: 

 The impact of Reading Hack on young people 

 The impact of Reading Hack on participating organisations (libraries and schools) 

 Insights and learning to inform future development of the programme 

Reading Hack is a Reading Agency programme for young people aged 13-24 that brings 

together reading-inspired activity, volunteering roles and peer-to-peer reading advocacy. The 

programme aims to engage young people in reading by making it relevant to their passions 

and motivations, and supporting their personal and skills development. Examples of how 

young people have taken part in the programme include organising spoken word nights, 

managing author events, setting up themed book clubs and planning Summer Reading 

Challenge activity.  

Reading Hack is closely aligned to the government’s vision for libraries as outlined in the 2016 

‘Libraries Deliver: Ambition for Public Libraries in England 2016 to 2021’ report. Reading Hack 

has also been aligned to major national campaigns such as BBC #LoveToRead and Step Up to 

Serve and has formed national partnerships with organisations including Duke of Edinburgh, 

Prince’s Trust and Girlguiding. Libraries have also used Reading Hack to develop and build their 

own local partnerships.  

The success of the Reading Hack programme has demonstrated the demand for a co-

produced, locally owned volunteering offer that young people can build and adapt for 

themselves. Reading Hack has grown from year one to year three of the programme, with 53 

library authorities in the first year rising to 170 library authorities in the third year. Across all 

three years of the programme, 27,000 young people have taken part as volunteers, cultural 

programmers and peer advocates, from 1,790 libraries across the UK.  
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Impact on young people 

Increased confidence is one of most prominent impacts of Reading Hack (87% average years 2-

3) and is also a key motivator for joining the programme (57% average years 1-3). Young 

people in our case study libraries described how being involved in Reading Hack presents them 

with opportunities to build their confidence, be more independent and take initiative. This 

confirms existing research findings that volunteering and social action are associated with 

increased levels of confidence and self-esteem among young people1.  

Most young people agreed that Reading Hack has improved their skills and employability (89% 

average years 2-3). They highlighted transferable skills including teamwork, social skills, 

leadership, planning and problem solving. Two of the most popular motivators for young 

people joining the programme were improving CVs (72% average years 2-3) and learning new 

skills (66% average years 2-3). Industry agrees that entry-level candidates who have voluntary 

experience demonstrate more employability skills than those who do not2. 

Many young people feel empowered by Reading Hack’s emphasis on youth-led projects and 

co-produced activities. They feel they are trusted and have responsibility, whilst still receiving 

the support they need. Young people often also found that Reading Hack increased their sense 

of community belonging (82% average years 2-3). By encouraging young people to engage with 

their local communities, Reading Hack helps address the policy aim of libraries to create 

“stronger, more resilient communities”3. 

Reading Hack’s impact on young people sharing the enjoyment of reading is notable. Most 

young people stated that they have read more often since taking part in Reading Hack (58% 

average years 2-3). There was also a noted increase in the breadth of genres young people 

read. As a result, Reading Hack has the potential to support national curriculum priorities to 

encourage young people to read for pleasure4.  

 

 
 
Impact on organisations and staff 

Across the three years, most library staff agreed that Reading Hack has been a successful 

programme (62% average years 1-3). Broadly, we have found that Reading Hack can be an 

                                                           

1
 Institute for Volunteering Research, 2014, Review of evidence on the outcomes of youth volunteering, social 

action and leadership: http://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/page/documents-for-
researchers/TSI_impact-report_sports-leaders-literature-review-dec-2014.pdf 

2
 CIPD/Step Up To Serve Guide: Unlock new talent: How can you integrate social action in recruitment? 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/strategy/volunteering/social-action-guide [Accessed 1 March 2018] 

3
 Libraries Taskforce, Libraries Deliver: Ambition for Public Libraries in England 2016 to 2021, June 2017 

4
 Department for Education, The national curriculum in England: Key stages 3 and 4 framework document, 

December 2014 

http://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/page/documents-for-researchers/TSI_impact-report_sports-leaders-literature-review-dec-2014.pdf
http://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/page/documents-for-researchers/TSI_impact-report_sports-leaders-literature-review-dec-2014.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/strategy/volunteering/social-action-guide


Evaluation of the Reading Hack programme 2015-2018 – A report to The Reading Agency 

Page 7 Restricted External 
 Draft – Version: 3 

OPM Group 

effective way to support strategic priorities including increased library usage and allowing 

communities to support themselves. 

Our case study research shows the programme is helping to develop a stronger youth-led or 

co-production culture. Most library staff agreed that young people have been encouraged to 

contribute creative ideas (87% average years 1-3) and that they actively sought feedback from 

young people (81% average years 1-3).  

The most significant challenge in delivering a successful Reading Hack programme appears to 

be a reduction in funding and staff capacity, with many saying that it had created extra work 

for them (47% average years 1-3). Through our fieldwork we found that this was often because 

of time taken to train up and supervise young people. Despite this, library staff said that 

activities such as the Summer Reading Challenge could not happen without the Reading 

Hackers’ time and effort. 

Key recommendations 

 Over the last three years, it has become apparent that the positive value and impact of 

Reading Hack lies in its ethos of co-production with young people. Participating 

organisations and The Reading Agency may want to consider ways in which they might 

sustain the clear ethos of co-production and youth-led approaches within the flexible 

delivery model. 

 Groups of young people of different ages worked especially well, as the older young 

people could take on a mentoring or leadership role to support others.  

 Reading Hack provides libraries with a framework, ethos, and network of young people 

and partners to get projects off the ground quickly, whereas libraries that do not have 

an established Reading Hack programme often struggle to make the most of 

opportunities that arise. Organisations with existing partnerships with similar goals 

should consider maximising their partnership work to support Reading Hack delivery; 

this brings benefits to both partners as well as to the young people involved. 

 Public libraries and school libraries within the same local authority should consider 

working in partnership, if they are not already doing so. There is great potential for 

sharing and referring young volunteers, in addition to joint projects.  

Evaluation of the Reading Hack programme 2015-2018 is available to download in full from 

www.readingagency.org.uk/young-people 


