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Executive Summary 
Public libraries in Africa are navigating an increasingly digital world. More and more 

people are accessing digital sources of information such as social media, like 

Facebook and Twitter, or online encyclopedia, like Wikipedia. While libraries retain 

their core roles in providing access to information, promoting literacy and offering 

spaces for community engagement, they recognise a changing landscape. In an 

increasingly digital and connected world, public libraries in Africa show a clear desire 

to attract non-traditional users, provide digital services and demonstrate their societal 

impact.  

As community information hubs with links to educational and other institutions, public 

libraries in Africa are well positioned to capitalise on opportunities that the digital age 

presents. But there are challenges: cost, the limits of what individual libraries can 

achieve, and how to demonstrate the impact and social change that libraries can 

drive. iAfrika is a potential solution for public libraries to navigate this changing 

landscape.  

iAfrika is a digital library service that provides access to cultural and historical 

information in African languages. It is optimised for African cell phone users with 

basic devices and limited amounts of data. Many important aspects of African culture 

and history are not readily available online and in African languages. iAfrika offers 

digital skills training to empower Africans to record and share their cultures and 

histories in their own languages, on the Internet.

iAfrika has the potential to attract new library users, to promote digital skills and 

community outreach, and to support literacy in various forms (reading, digital, 

information). It promotes individual libraries whilst harnessing the collective power of 

libraries in achieving their goals and increasing their social and developmental 

impact.  
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Introduction 
McNulty Consulting conducted an online survey to understand the current public 

library landscape in Africa, and to inform the development of iAfrika, a digital service 

for public libraries on the continent. iAfrika trains Africans in digital skills to enable 

them to record their histories, customs and culture in their own languages, which are 

then made available to the general public as part of the iAfrika digital library service.  1

Given the limited scope of the survey, it is by no means conclusive. However, it 

offers valuable insights into the library sector in Africa and the ways in which new 

digital services, like iAfrika, might help libraries to navigate an increasingly digital 

world. The survey asked African public librarians to:  

1. Reflect on the current roles of public libraries in Africa

2. Consider which additional roles public libraries might play

3. Comment on how African public libraries are positioned to navigate an

increasingly digital world

4. Think about the main priorities for African public libraries in the digital age

This document presents the results of the survey, including details of the 

respondents. Survey respondents also commented on the benefits and challenges of 

the iAfrika project as a solution to navigate this changing landscape.  

Survey respondents 
The survey had 205 respondents including directors, library managers, librarians, 

library assistants and other staff.  It ran for a period of two months and was 2

advertised through the mailing lists of LiASA (Library and Information Association of 

South Africa) and IFLA (International Federation of Library Associations and 

Institutions) mailing lists. Respondents answered multiple choice questions, could 

choose more than one answer and could also write their own responses to the 

questions, captured in the “Other” category.  

1 For more information on the iAfrika project, see the McNulty Consulting website at: 
www.mcnulty.co.za/tag/iafrika.  
2 For more detail on the positions, see Positions held by respondents  section in the appendices. 
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Respondents by region 
The greatest number of respondents were from southern African countries followed 

by those in East Africa. Table 1  provides a breakdown of the number and 

percentage of respondents per region. 

Table 1. Number and percentage of survey respondents per region 

Region Number of respondents Percentage per region 
Southern Africa 129 62.9% 
East Africa 54 26.3% 
West Africa 21 10.2% 
North Africa 1 0.5% 
Total number of respondents 205 100% 

Respondents by country 
The highest numbers of respondents were from South Africa (100), Kenya (45), 

Zambia (20) and Nigeria (13). Table 2  provides a breakdown of the number of 

respondents by country. 

Table 2. Number of survey respondents per country 

Country Number of 
respondents 

Country Number of 
respondents 

Botswana 2 Namibia 1 
Burundi 1 Nigeria 13 
Côte d'Ivoire 2 South Africa 100 
Egypt 1 South Sudan 1 
Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) 1 Sudan 1 
Ethiopia 1 Tanzania 3 
Ghana 4 Uganda 4 
Kenya 45 Zambia 20 
Lesotho 1 Zimbabwe 4 
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Findings 

The Status Quo 

The roles of public libraries in Africa 
Survey respondents were asked to consider the roles that public libraries currently 

play in Africa. Key amongst these were promoting literacy and providing access to 

information, including in people’s own languages. Respondents also saw libraries 

contributing to sustainable development, and as spaces for facilitating interaction 

and community engagement. Figure 1  presents their detailed responses. 

Figure 1. Bar graph showing the current roles played by public libraries in Africa 
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A total of 77 or 38% of respondents identified other, more detailed roles that public 

libraries currently play. These were analysed and grouped into seven broad themes 

as listed below.  3

3 For specific examples of the roles of libraries within these seven broad themes, see Additional roles played by 

public libraries  in the appendices. 
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What else could African public libraries be doing? 
Survey respondents were asked to consider additional services that public libraries 

in Africa could offer. Significantly, for the purposes of the survey and the iAfrika 

project, 81% of respondents highlighted that African public libraries could provide 

access to information in people’s own languages. Three quarters of respondents 

(75%) also felt that they could provide courses and ways to create local, African 

content. This suggests that libraries have the potential to act as centres through 

which people can develop digital skills and generate content for - and about - 

Africans, in their own languages. A detailed breakdown of responses is presented in 

Figure 2 . 

Figure 2. Bar graph showing the additional services African public libraries could provide 
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A total of 49 or 24% of respondents listed further services that libraries could offer. 

These were analysed and grouped into five broad themes as listed below.4

4 For specific examples of the services that libraries could offer, grouped under these five broad themes, see 
Additional services public libraries in Africa could offer in the appendices. 
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Opportunities and Challenges 

Opportunities for African public libraries in the Digital Age 
Survey respondents were asked to consider why public libraries in Africa are well 

positioned to play a role in society in an increasingly digital world where everyone is 

using Facebook, Twitter, Wikipedia and other digital sources of information. Figure 3 

shows what respondents saw as the opportunities for African public libraries in the 

Digital Age. Key strengths of libraries include their position as valuable community 

information hubs as well as their existing links with educational and other institutions. 

There is great potential to capitalise on these opportunities with digital services, 

which can be used for community engagement, increased access and the 

development of new digital resources.  

Figure 3. Bar graph showing reasons why public libraries are well placed to play a role in 
society in an increasingly digital world 
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A total of 51 or 25% of the respondents listed other reasons why public libraries in 

Africa are well placed to play a role in the Digital Age. Many of these responses 

elaborated on the reasons outlined above (e.g. libraries support education, are 

information and community centres etc.). Detailed responses were analysed and 

grouped into the seven broad themes listed below.  5

5 For more detailed reasons, see Reasons why public libraries are well placed to play a role in an increasingly 
digital world  in the appendices. 
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Priorities of public libraries in Africa in a digital world 
Survey respondents were asked to reflect on what African public libraries should 
prioritise in an increasingly digital world and their responses are presented in Figure 

4 . Understandably, literacy remains a priority. However, it is clear that libraries need 

to attract non-traditional users,  provide services through digital channels and 

demonstrate the developmental impact that they have in society. These are priorities 

that iAfrika addresses.  

iAfrika is based on a theory of change that focuses on improving literacy and 

providing digital access to content in local languages. It is aligned to various social 

and development agendas including the South African National Development Plan, 

the African Union’s development agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals of 

the United Nations.6  

Figure 4. Bar graph showing priorities of public libraries in Africa 

6 For more information on the Local Knowledge Platform Theory of Change , see the McNulty Consulting 
website at: www.mcnulty.co.za/mcnulty-consulting-theory-of-change-local-knowledge-in-local-languages. 
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Addressing the priorities of African public libraries in Africa in 

a digital world 
Survey respondents were asked how their organisations were addressing the 

priorities of African libraries in a digital world. They identified a range of activities and 

services to respond to the above-mentioned priorities and these are presented in 

Figure 5 . Chief amongst these was  providing access to the Internet, computers and 

relevant information – including in people’s own languages – that could help them in 

their everyday lives. While it is encouraging to see that some libraries are providing 

access to African language resources, the responses suggest that there is scope to 

consolidate these efforts.  

Figure 5. Bar graph showing the ways in which libraries address their priorities in an 
increasingly digital world 
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A total of 58 or 28% of the respondents suggested other ways that their libraries 

addressed their priorities. These were analysed and grouped into four broad themes 

as listed below.  7

7 For more detail on how  libraries address their priorities, see Other ways public libraries can address their 
priorities  in the appendices. 
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Challenges in addressing the priorities of public libraries 
Survey respondents were asked to indicate the main challenges that they 

encountered when addressing their priorities . They highlighted cost, the limited 

impact of individual libraries and how to demonstrate the social changes that they 

can drive  (see Figure 6). Through a single digital platform that contains multiple 

African libraries and languages, iAfrika provides a cost-effective service that 

promotes individual libraries whilst harnessing the collective power of libraries in 

achieving their goals and increasing their social and developmental impact.  8

Figure 6. Bar graph showing the difficulties African libraries encounter in addressing their 
priorities 

A total of 45 or 22% of the respondents suggested further challenges that their 

organisations face when trying to address their priorities. These were analysed and 

grouped into four broad themes as listed below. They include issues around working 

collaboratively, how to navigate the digital realm, and a lack of resources and 

8 For more on the developmental aspects of iAfrika, see the Theory of Change  on which the project is based: 
www.mcnulty.co.za/mcnulty-consulting-theory-of-change-local-knowledge-in-local-languages.
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capacity.  iAfrika addresses these challenges by providing digital skills training, 9

developing new digital resources and facilitating collaboration between people and 

institutions. 

9 For more detail on the difficulties that libraries face in addressing their priorities, see Other barriers 
or difficulties public libraries face when addressing their priorities in the appendices. 
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Thinking Digitally - Future African Libraries 

Digital resources provided by public libraries in Africa 
Survey respondents were asked to indicate the digital resources to which their 

organisations provide access. European language dictionaries, legal information and 

journals were amongst the main resources while African language dictionaries and 

archives were slightly less common. Figure 7  shows the percentage of libraries that 

currently provide access to digital resources including the specific types of 

resources. Interestingly, little was offered about family and clan histories, which is a 

popular topic on iAfrika.  

Figure 7. Bar graph showing the percentage of libraries that provide access to selected 
digital resources  

A total of 47 or 23% of the respondents indicated that their organisations did not offer 

access to any digital resources.  
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iAfrika: a digital service for African public libraries 
Part of the reason McNulty Consulting conducted this survey was to present the 

iAfrika concept to African librarians and to get feedback on it. iAfrika is a digital 

library service that provides access to cultural and historical knowledge in African 

languages. It provides training to librarians and people from local communities so 

that they can record and share this knowledge on the iAfrika website. iAfrika is 

optimised for African cell phone users with basic devices and limited amounts of 

data.  

The project is based on the McNulty Consulting theory of change.  iAfrika offers 10

positive outputs and long-term societal changes such as: 

● Developing literacy and digital skills

● Recording and improving access to relevant knowledge

● Promoting local languages and knowledge

● Supporting social inclusion and cohesion

● Contributing to a knowledge society / economy

10 For more information on the Local Knowledge Platform Theory of Change , see the McNulty Consulting 
website at: www.mcnulty.co.za/mcnulty-consulting-theory-of-change-local-knowledge-in-local-languages. 
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Potential benefits of iAfrika 
Survey respondents were asked to comment on the iAfrika project and the potential 

benefits it offers public libraries in Africa. Their responses are presented in Figure 8 . 

The project provides improved access to relevant information but also has potential 

to attract new library users, to promote African languages and community outreach, 

and to support literacy in various forms (reading, digital, information). Respondents 

largely confirmed that major aspects of the theory of change could be realised 

through use of the iAfrika platform.  

Figure 8. Bar graph showing the potential benefits of iAfrika 

A total of 23 or 11% of the respondents listed other potential benefits of the iAfrika 

project which included supporting social and development goals, enhancing the 

visibility and profile of libraries and promoting reading.   11

11 For the full list,  see Other potential benefits of iAfrika  in the appendices. 
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Potential challenges that iAfrika might face 
Survey respondents were asked to consider potential challenges that iAfrika might 

face, which are shown in Figure 9 .  

Figure 9. Bar graph showing potential issues and challenges that iAfrika might face 

Key concerns were the reliability of community-generated content and the cost of the 

service, both for library users and the libraries involved. This has informed iAfrika’s 

pricing model to ensure that it remains a cost-effective service that can be taken up 

by public libraries in Africa. 

The nature of community-generated information means that there are often multiple, 

and sometimes conflicting, versions. For example:  

● Who is the rightful chief?

● Which branch of the traditional church is the correct one?

● How is this custom correctly performed?

In many instances, there are variations on how customs are carried out. There are 

also multiple versions of the past that are mobilised for different reasons at different 
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times. This prompts readers to acknowledge and assess different sources of 

information, thereby stimulating improved information literacy. A variety of 

perspectives contributes to a diverse knowledge resource: inclusive in its approach 

and representative in the materials it offers.  

A total of 16 or 8% of the respondents listed other potential issues or challenges that 

the iAfrika project might encounter, many of which elaborated on the above 

concerns.   12

iAfrika Expansion 
The iAfrika project is currently operational in South Africa with a planned expansion 

to include other African languages and regions.  For more information on the project 13

or if you would like your library to be part of it, please contact Dr Grant McNulty on 

grant@mcnulty.co.za. 

12 For a full list,  see Other potential challenges that iAfrika might encounter  in the appendices. 
13 For updates on the project, visit the McNulty Consulting website: www.mcnulty.co.za/updates 
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Appendices 
Positions held by respondents 
Most respondents were librarians (54%), followed by Head Librarians (13%). The 

third highest group was the ‘other’ category (see Table 3 ). 

Table 3. Other positions as listed by respondents (15 responses). 

Range of other positions held by the iAfrika survey respondents 
Data Curation Officer 
Public Relations Officer 
Special Adviser on Publication and Documentation 
Executive Committee Member 
Information Resource Maintenance Officer 
Open Learning Centre Coordinator 
Deputy Chief Education Specialist 
Head of Children and School Services Division 
Digital Librarian 
Head of Professional Services & Programmes 
SICTO 
Higher Executive Officer: Computer Operations 
Accountant II 
ICT Officer 

Refer to Figure 11  to see the full range of positions. 

Figure 11. Bar graph showing range of positions held by the respondents 

22 



Additional roles played by public libraries 
Respondents identified additional roles that their organisations currently play. These 

were grouped into seven themes, presented  in  Table 4  along with specific 

examples. 

Table 4. Additional roles played by public libraries with specific examples 

BROAD THEMES Specific examples as listed by respondents 

PROMOTE EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
CHILDREN’S LITERACY 

Promote early childhood education and development. 

Mentor children and identify children’s talents. 

Provide a safe space for children who do not have any other place to go. 
Children use the library for homework, recreational reading and play. 
Promote children's literacy. 

SUPPORT SCHOOLS, STUDENTS 
AND ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS 

Provide a space for students and scholars to study and/or do their 
assignments.  
Compliment school libraries and support schools without libraries. 

Promote academic standards and research in institutions of learning. 

Provide a forum for mentoring authors. 

ACT AS AN INFORMATION HUB 
AND PROMOTING A CULTURE 
OF READING 

Provide access to a multipurpose, one stop information hub where 
people have access to both digital and printed information. 
Avail information to those unable to visit libraries. Our library helps 
people in solving their immediate informational needs. 
Inculcate and promote a reading culture in society and Africa at large. 
Provide a conducive reading environment to library users. 
Provide access to local content and current affairs information. 

PROMOTE DIGITAL LITERACY Provide internet services and free internet access. 

Promote digital literacy and align products and services to bridge the 
digital divide. 
Provide computer literacy courses.  Offer training to the public in 
navigating the digital environment. 

EMPOWER AND EDUCATE 
PEOPLE 

Offer government sponsored programmes to the unemployed e.g. The 
‘Anjira program' in Kenya (offers access to online jobs and employment 
opportunities). 
Eradicate illiteracy, uplift the standard of livelihoods and/or enable the 
transformation of livelihoods. 
Promote economic development through business corner activities. 

Offer access to free online learning centres.. 

Offer a forum for personal development by ensuring people are 
equipped with the skills to thrive in other sectors of life e.g. Job market 
Provide a space for individuals to empower themselves, e.g.  Train the 
community on different skills through partnerships. 
Promote skill acquisition to boost economic independence of young 
people, e.g. bead-making and dress-making. 
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Educate users on the importance of libraries in the society. 

Offer targeted outreach programmes that meet community and societal 
needs e.g. to old age homes, pre- schools and creches. 

PROMOTE CULTURE, HERITAGE 
AND COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 

Promote contributions of the black race to the early civilization of 
mankind. 
Provide access to the country and global intellectual heritage. 

Act as a convergence zone for cultural exchange programmes. 

Promote and preserve the culture of a society to promote social 
cohesion. Libraries serve as a cultural heritage repository of the 
communities within which they exist. 
Offer a space for relaxation, recreation and entertainment, e.g. scrabble 
and chess. 
Provide a safe space and offer better or alternative ways for people to 
spend their time (thus prevent substance abuse and other harmful 
activities). 
Promote community engagement and empowerment through various 
activities, for example: book vigils, storytelling and debates.  

ADDRESS NEEDS OF 
DISADVANTAGED AND 
VULNERABLE MEMBERS IN 
SOCIETY 

Offer services to those with disabilities and special needs in society, e.g. 
dyslexic or disabled people and those with hearing or visual impairments. 
Offer braille services. 

Offer different workshops to meet the needs of the disadvantaged in the 
community. 
Render services to senior citizens. 
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Additional services public libraries in Africa could offer 
Table 5 shows the additional services that public libraries in Africa could potentially 

offer with specific examples of these. 

Table 5. Additional services public libraries could offer with specific examples 

BROAD THEMES Specific examples as listed by respondents 

SUPPORT FOR 
CHILDREN, YOUTH 
AND SCHOOLS 

Build public libraries closer to schools that do not have libraries. 

Ensure that the children and teenage sections in libraries are well resourced and well 
marketed. 
Teach school children about indigenous games during school holidays and create 
children’s book clubs.  
Train public librarians in the region to serve children and youth in deeply impactful 
ways. 
Train primary school teachers on basic library management to ensure they have 
functional school libraries. 

OFFER TRAINING 
AND OUTREACH 
PROGRAMMES 

Tap into the Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) that can benefit local 
communities. 
Teach basic skills and empower people with new skills. 

Offer career guidance, CV writing services and access to employment networks. 

Offer training on economic empowerment. 

Offer workshops and training on entrepreneurship. 

Develop entrepreneurship skills for small scale farmers. 

Offer short courses such as writer's workshops. 

Offer information literacy, short courses to youth. 

Offer literacy programmes to the community. 

Offer services to refugees, e.g.  to find updated information about their home 
countries as well as their host countries. 
Offer outreach programmes and services to attract non-traditional users to the library. 

EXTEND CURRENT 
SERVICES, OFFER 
ADVISORY 
SERVICES AND 
BUILD 
PARTNERSHIPS 

Build more libraries in the villages. 
Increase library operating hours. 

Provide access to computers and Wi-Fi. 

Promote research skills. 

Preserve African heritage. 

Provide access to all government policy documents and plans. 

Raise legislative awareness. 

Build an institutional repository. 

Develop marketing campaigns to promote library services through various media. 

Hire qualified librarians. 

Provide advisory services on acceptable library standards and guidelines for the 
country. 
Develop inter-connectivity with other libraries globally. 

Build partnerships with the corporate world and other institutions. For example, in 
Eswatini accessing the internet is expensive, we have therefore partnered with a 
company called Wonderport which is currently piloting 160 schools for free Internet 
access. 
Have bookshops. 
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OFFER SUPPORT 
FOR VULNERABLE 
PEOPLE AND 
PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES 

Provide services to people living with disabilities especially reading disabilities. 

Provide targeted programmes and services to the most vulnerable members of society 
(e.g. people with disabilities, homeless/street children, out-of-school children). 
Translate information materials from text to appropriate formats for the visually 
impaired. 

PROMOTE 
COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 
AND COHESION 

Engage communities by keeping the community involved in library activities, e.g. Invite 
presenters to educate on topics affecting the community, organise chess tournaments. 
Revive and sustain oral culture in storytelling. 

Participate in social media activities. 

Become more active in influencing good governance and play a more visible and active 
role in positive and topical issues. 
Foster greater civic engagement. 

Encourage creativity and promote the talent of community members. 

Hold social gatherings to discuss issues affecting the community. 

Provide a meeting place to discuss community needs. 
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Reasons why public libraries are well placed to play a role in 

an increasingly digital world 
Table 6  provides respondents’ reasons why public libraries in Africa are well placed 

to play a role in a digital world. These are grouped by themes with specific examples 

listed by the respondents.  

Table 6. Reasons why public libraries are well placed to play a role in an 

increasingly digital world with specific examples of these. 

BROAD THEMES Specific examples of reasons suggested by respondents 

LIBRARIES 
SUPPORT 
EDUCATION 

Public libraries stock textbooks. 

Libraries can be examination centres for various exam bodies in the country. 

Public libraries should work with schools to help grow our young leaders’ knowledge. 
Not all schools have libraries therefore public libraries should form a solid partnership 
with the Department of Education. 
Libraries can play a role in supporting school dropouts. 

The learning experience in the library is at your own pace. 

Libraries can run reading competitions and partner with schools in order to understand 
their curricula and collaborate with them.  

LIBRARIES 
SUPPORT SPECIAL 
NEEDS 

Libraries support e-learning to users with special needs who are not able to use 
traditional methods of accessing information. 
Public libraries serve out of school youth and other marginalized populations. 

Libraries assist in the reproduction of the content of a document from printed format 
into a digital format, accessible to blind and visually impaired people. 

LIBRARIES CAN 
PROVIDE ACCESS 
TO A DIGITAL 
WORLD 

Libraries are well equipped with the digital hardware and software to ensure that they 
provide products and services aligned with technological trends. Not very many people 
have access to technology in the community, especially rural areas. 
Libraries have resources (space, infrastructure, Wi-Fi and staff) to access digital 
information in an easily accessible and affordable manner. Most libraries render free 
access to Wi-Fi and data which are expensive commodities in Africa. 
Libraries can promote social media etiquette and educate on the advantages and 
disadvantages of electronic communication as well as the consequences of plagiarism. 
For many vulnerable members of society, public libraries are the only source of 
technology training and free Internet access. 

LIBRARIES 
SUPPORT /ARE 
SUPPORTED BY 
GOVERNMENTS 

Libraries have the support of the government of the day. 

Libraries can be used by the government to disseminate information. 

They provide government information to people and thus promote democracy and 
oversight. 

LIBRARIES ARE 
INFORMATION 
HUBS  

Libraries are as cross-cutting a sector as digital is, and both are apolitical. Both are a 
means of driving various sectors of business. 
Libraries are still the traditional way to access information. They are in communities 
populated by people who require information for daily activities. 
As information hubs, libraries are best placed to link many institutions. 

Public libraries can coordinate with organisations online and have the capacity to host 
them in order to become hubs for uploading local content online. 
Libraries can provide information resources for people to find solutions to challenges. 

Libraries can support food security by providing relevant information to farmers. 
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LIBRARIANS HAVE 
EXPERTISE 

Through collection analysis, librarians can identify users’ needs as well as meet the 
information needs of each user through Selective Dissemination of Information (SDI). 
Libraries have well-qualified staff and people have confidence in library staff. 

Librarians are trained to find info and can therefore train others in these skills. 

Librarians can help select the right information on the jungle of the www. 

Librarians can offer support for printing, binding and publishing. 

Librarians act as agents of change for academic and research literacies. 

LIBRARIES ACT AS 
CULTURAL AND 
COMMUNITY 
CENTRES 

Public libraries offer free services which many people need due to their economic 
status. 
Libraries are cultural centres and provide space for the public to carry out their 
activities and discussions. 
Libraries are meeting places for senior citizens. 

Libraries offer a social space where different ethnic groups can learn to live together. 

Libraries provide an engaging environment for children after school hours.  

Libraries play a pivotal role in recreational activities. 
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Other ways public libraries can address their priorities 
Table 7 shows other ways, identified by respondents, in which public libraries can 

address their priorities. 

Table 7. Other ways public libraries can address their priorities 

THEMES Specific examples on how public libraries address their priorities, as suggested by 
respondents 

COLLABORATE WITH 
OTHERS AND WORK 
WITH LOCAL 
COMMUNITIES 

Work with the local community, e.g. Provide recreational reading material and 
promote literacy by running a children's reading club. 
Offer outreaches to rural communities to promote reading culture. 

Collaborate with academic libraries in training community librarians and providing 
resources. 
Collaborate with other library stakeholders and provide training to young adults. 

Offer meeting points to various groups such as retired teachers or secondary school 
leavers for them to address challenges they may face after completing high school. 
Collaborate with local organisations. For example, AfLIA is currently collaborating 
with storyweaver.org.in to translate stories on that platform into African languages - 
Ewe, Fante, Hausa, Igbo, Kikuyu, Swahili, Luganda, Yoruba and IsiXhosa. Librarians are 
trained to do the translations. The books can be used offline as part of digital libraries 
for African public libraries. 
Offer a wide array of sustainable, life-changing programmes and referrals to social 
services and other agencies, all with measurable impact. 
Help public libraries to provide information to blind communities. 

MAINTAIN CURRENT 
SERVICES 

Provide access to information. Not everybody has electricity and the necessary 
facilities or knowledge at home to access information. 
Update the physical and electronic resources consistently. 

Educate people on how to use digital library services. 

Promote literacy through libraries. 

Maintain a presence on all social media. 

Provide space for community members to interact. 

Store and give access to e-books. 

PROVIDE 
SPECIALISED 
SERVICES 

Provide gadgets such as tablets and computers to move away from printed media. 

Initiate children to computer science. 

Offer specialised training. For example, Luapula Provincial Library trains learners in 
Primary Schools in Basic ICT to prepare them for secondary school where Computer 
Studies is compulsory at junior level. 
Create learning circles for different learners and let them choose a course for 
themselves based on their needs and interests, e.g. the aged citizens want to do 
farming and most young people want ICT skills.  
Assist children with homework as some of the parents are not literate enough to 
assist their children. 
Offer free MOOCs/ P2PU courses. 

Provide digital programmes through online networks. 

Train users on basic computer skills and other short courses. 

Provide special research skills services. 

Offer training on basic computer skills, entrepreneurship, leadership skills etc. 
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Provide life skills courses such as: fundamentals of public speaking, CV writing, 
relationships to young adults. 
Assist students with job searches, CV writing and improved interview skills. 

Create skills-training Makerspaces to empower families economically. 

Serve people in their native languages. Provide local language materials for those 
who did not complete school, like the elderly. 
Communicate in sign language (training compulsory for public libraries). 

Provide access to all vulnerable groups including the blind. 

Develop special services for specialized users e.g. JAWS for visually impaired people. 

Download relevant Apps onto tablets to help those with reading difficulties, e.g. 
intellijoy mobile application to help dyslexic children. 

PLAY AN ADVOCACY 
ROLE 

Encourage local people to partake in government programmes 

Educate on by-laws etc, to restrict use of social media platforms. 

Sensitise and create awareness on the role of the library in the Information Age. 

Promote hybrid types of libraries, breaking the walls of physical libraries to be more 
open to all kinds of library users, anywhere, anytime and anyhow. 
Engage the public on the importance of libraries. 

Run publicity campaigns and take the information to special groups e.g. prisons. 

Use local TV channels for marketing services, visiting institutions for publicity. 

Advertise the library through word of mouth. 

Visit people in the villages and teach them about the importance of reading online. 
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Other barriers or difficulties public libraries face when 

addressing their priorities 
Respondents reported on various barriers or difficulties they face when trying to 

address the main priorities of public libraries. These are grouped per themes with 

specific examples shown on Table 8. 

Table 8. Other difficulties public libraries face when addressing their priorities 

Themes Specific examples of other difficulties encountered 

DIFFICULTIES IN 
COLLABORATING WITH 
PUBLIC AND OTHER 
INSTITUTIONS 

Collaboration between school and public libraries.  

Poor reading culture. 

Users’ lack of trust in public libraries. 

Partners limited support of library activities / projects. 

Lack of consortium among librarians. 

CHANGE MANAGEMENT 
WHEN MIGRATING TO 
DIGITAL WAYS OF 
WORKING 

Sustainability of Wi-Fi access in libraries. 

Weaning public librarians off the idea of traditional librarianship of acquiring and 
lending out books as the main constituent of librarianship. Changing the mindset 
and energising African librarians to try out new things and innovate. 
Lack of enthusiasm and passion from staff. Demotivated staff. 

Priorities of the institution regarding manpower and funding. 

Communities that view libraries as bookstores and not information centres. 

People’s lack of willingness to accept change. 

Young people think Google is enough to provide information. 

Merging traditional users and current library users. 

POLITICAL 
ENVIRONMENTS AND 
GOVERNANCE 
STRUCTURES 

Governments are not supportive of public libraries and there is no budget for 
them. 
The increasing shutdowns of the Internet in many countries, e.g. DRC for political 
reasons during elections and other public discussions on social media. 
Minuscule budgets and political interference. 

State of connectivity in local and provincial libraries dependent on municipalities. 

As Murray Park is the municipal library, it is not treated as a main service. When 
we face challenges, it takes a long time for them to be resolved. 
Appreciation by traditionalists, authorities and rigid librarians. 

Cooperation and support of government entities and some librarians. 

Inadequate goodwill by governments especially in developing countries. 

LACK OF RESOURCES AND 
CAPACITIES 

Lack of capacity to work with those who have English as a second language. 

Wide language variation. 

Lack of materials, equipment and staff versus the demand. We have done 
everything in our power to train our library users, sometimes we get 
overwhelmed by the number of learners who come for training because there are 
only two qualified librarians.  
Cyber cadets often have no qualifications and only basic skills. 

Accessing material for the blind and insufficient space in the library. 

The scope of the library collection may not be the required one. 
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Limited resources, e.g.  few computers and very little material in African 
languages. 
Policy issues, inadequate funding, inadequate staff training in digital literacy. 

Outdated reading materials and miserable budgets!  

Most of these applications need to be subscribed and, in most cases, there is no 
funding allocated for them. 
Capacity building of staff to handle digitised/ specialised services. 

Poor/ slow internet connection. / Poor internet services. 

Lack of space, lack of infrastructure, financial constraints. 

Support and understanding from management regarding human resources and 
time required for library taks. 
Preservation of digitized information and materials.  
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Digital resources provided by libraries 
Table 9  lists the ‘other’ digital resources provided by libraries. Duplicates have been 

removed and comments such as ‘none’, ‘no’, ‘not at the moment”, “No access to 

online resources” and “Online resources are still a challenge to provide”, are not 

included. 

Table 9. Digital resources provided by libraries 

Other digital resources as mentioned by respondents 

My school library website offers open access information for the users.  

Rare and valuable documents. 

Research4life.  

We have dictionaries which are used offline. 

Mzansi Online. 

All access is via the librarian. No servers for direct access by users In Johannesburg except for PressReader 
Hotspots. 
Access to word-processing facilities, printing and the internet. 

We provide reading resources through the Worldreader web link for local content. 

Maths and Literacy apps and downloaded newspapers apps on donated tablets. 

Mother-tongue Sign Language Dictionary. 

Computer-based early grade reading lessons in Zambian languages, curriculum supporting DVDs for Zambian 
secondary school curriculum, iSchool Zedupads for primary school curriculum, digital Zambian Sign Language 
dictionaries. 
Online access to Kenya Gazette. 

Online access to Kenya National Bibliography. 

Braille and journals. 

Online e-resources to journals and e-books. 

Access to PressReader. 
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Other potential benefits of iAfrika 
Other potential benefits of iAfrika, identified by respondents are listed in Table 10 

(duplicates have been removed). 

 

Table 10. Other potential benefits of iAfrika 

Other benefits of iAfrika mentioned by respondents 

Promotes interaction and liaison with local communities. 

Fosters reaching a wider community of users. 

Access on mobile version is beneficial to those who only have phones to access information. 

Can act as a link to information for people in both print and non-print formats.  

Promotes decolonisation of library collections. 

Enhances visibility and profile of libraries. 

Enhances equality. 

iAfrika can provide content that will engage people well as serve as learning tools for their children so that 
they can identify with their roots.  
Can help make public libraries attractive and efficient.  

Supports national development goals. 

Promotes the cultural heritage of the community. 

Promotes awareness on the use and value of libraries. 

Promotes a reading culture. 

Promotes sustainable development. 

Supplements and supports school programmes. 

Supports social integration. 

Supports the goals of public libraries and helps to meet library specific priorities. 

Supports social inclusion. 

Supports users by providing materials in their own language. 
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Other potential challenges that iAfrika might encounter 
A minority of respondents listed ‘other’ potential issues or challenges that the iAfrika 

project might encounter. These are shown in Table 11 (duplicates have been 

removed). 

 

Table 11. Other challenges that iAfrika might face 

Other issues and challenges 

Get librarians interested and trained on how it works especially in getting local communities to come up with 
local content. Also, iAfrika must think of working outside the libraries.  
Introduction of local languages to the users. 

Recording of local stories considering that in Africa this is mainly oral and not a lot is written. 

Staff time and training required to introduce the service to the community and to manage content. 

Mitigating the incorporation of cultural bias and/or secrecy related to information sharing. This may lead to a 
backlash and disrespect from prominent traditional community leaders. 
Collecting accurate and authoritative information from the community. 

Commitment and cooperation from stakeholders. 

Coordination of all the public libraries in Africa. 

Getting the funds to run the project in the library even if the idea and knowledge is there. 

Lack of space (some libraries are very small). Electricity is another challenge. 

Marketing of this service. 

Resistance to change. 

Staff would need to be trained. How can content be verified? 

Unreliable Wi-Fi. One domestic router for public access, which freezes when more than five people are using it. 

Widening the scope of duties of libraries, increasing demands versus immediate affordability.  
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