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Abstract

Libraries are more than repositories of books; they are social institutions that reflect
and shape the communities they serve. This study explores the sociology of library and
information services, examining how libraries interact with social, economic, and
political environments to meet the needs of diverse user groups. The paper highlights
the role of libraries in promoting literacy, supporting formal and informal education,
preserving cultural heritage, and facilitating access to information in both physical and
digital forms. It also considers how community characteristics, reading habits, and
information needs influence library service design and delivery. Social, economic, and
political factors are identified as significant determinants of the effectiveness and
accessibility of library services, shaping the availability of resources, technology, and
skilled personnel. Additionally, the study emphasizes the importance of library
extension services and outreach programmes, including mobile libraries, digital
platforms, and community-based initiatives, which expand access to information
beyond traditional library spaces. Finally, the paper discusses the implications for
librarianship and professional education, stressing that modern librarians must
combine technical expertise with social awareness to respond to changing information
landscapes and community expectations. By situating library services within a
sociological framework, this study demonstrates that libraries play a critical role in
supporting knowledge access, community development, and informed citizenship. The
findings highlight the need for responsive, inclusive, and socially engaged library
services that remain relevant in contemporary society.

Keywords: Library and Information services, Sociology of information, Community
engagement, Information access, Library outreach, User information needs
Introduction

Ubwa, T.T.; llliya, L.A., Egondu, N.J. © 2026. UIRM. All rights reserved (https://www.ijirm.com.ng) 1038




International Journal of Information Resource Management (IJIRM)
Volume 3, Number 2 (2026) E- ISSN: 1118-7786

Libraries should be understood as dynamic social institutions that extend far
beyond their traditional role as repositories of knowledge. They play a central role in
shaping intellectual development, supporting education, and preserving cultural
heritage within society. Although they are widely recognized as centres for learning and
scholarship, as noted by Amiri (2023), such recognition often fails to capture their
broader societal significance. In my view, focusing primarily on technical operations
such as cataloguing systems, collections, and digital platforms provides only a limited
understanding of what libraries truly represent.

The reality is that libraries are deeply embedded within social environments and
are continuously shaped by the needs, expectations, and values of the communities they
serve. This perspective aligns with the position of Audunson et al. (2019), who
emphasize that libraries function as institutions that contribute to knowledge
organization and cultural life. Beyond technical service delivery, library activities such
as collection development and information literacy instruction reflect wider societal
priorities, including intellectual freedom, equitable access to information, and cultural
preservation.

The contemporary information landscape has further reinforced the importance
of libraries as socially responsive institutions. Rapid technological advancements have
transformed how information is created and accessed, while issues such as economic
inequality and digital exclusion continue to widen information gaps. Jaeger et al. (2020)
highlight that these developments have positioned libraries at the centre of efforts to

promote equitable access to knowledge. In my opinion, this evolving context demands
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that libraries move beyond traditional roles and actively engage in addressing
information disparities.

Despite these critical developments, the social dimension of librarianship has not
always received adequate attention in scholarly discourse. Much of the existing
literature has traditionally focused on technical and managerial aspects of library
operations. Budd (2021) observes that this narrow focus overlooks the broader societal
context within which libraries function. This paper therefore argues that libraries must
be examined through a sociological lens, as institutions that both influence and are
influenced by society. Such an approach makes it possible to better understand their
role in supporting education, literacy, community development, and informed
citizenship.

Theoretical Framework: Social Perspective on Libraries

Understanding libraries as social institutions requires a strong grounding in
sociological theory. Sociology provides a framework for examining how institutions
function within society and how they contribute to social stability, interaction, and
development. From this perspective, libraries can be seen as integral components of the
institutional structure that supports intellectual growth and communication. One of the
most relevant perspectives is functionalism, which views institutions as essential
structures that exist to meet societal needs. From this standpoint, libraries perform
critical functions by facilitating access to knowledge, supporting education, and
preserving cultural heritage, as explained by Goulding (2020). These roles are
fundamental to maintaining an informed and organized society, and they highlight the

importance of libraries in sustaining intellectual infrastructure.
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Another important perspective relates to social inequality. Access to information
is not evenly distributed across societies, and disparities in income, education, and
technology often limit opportunities for certain groups. Jaeger et al. (2020) argue that
libraries play a crucial role in addressing these inequalities by providing open and
equitable access to information resources. In my view, this function is particularly
important in developing contexts, where access to reliable information remains a
significant challenge.

The concept of the public sphere further reinforces the social relevance of
libraries. Democratic societies depend on spaces where individuals can freely access
information and engage in intellectual discourse. Buschman (2022) emphasizes that
such spaces are essential for civic participation and democratic engagement. Libraries
serve this purpose by providing inclusive environments where individuals can learn,
interact, and exchange ideas. Taken together, these sociological perspectives
demonstrate that libraries are not passive institutions but active contributors to social
development and democratic life.

Libraries as Social Institutions

Libraries clearly exhibit the defining characteristics of social institutions, as they
operate within structured systems guided by professional standards, ethical principles,
and established practices. Their existence is sustained by societal recognition of the
importance of information access, often reflected in public and institutional support. In
my view, this recognition underscores the central role that libraries play in shaping
intellectual and cultural life. A key function of libraries lies in their influence on

knowledge organization and dissemination. Through decisions related to collection
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development, classification, and access, libraries shape how information is presented
and understood by users. Olson (2021) explains that these processes reflect the broader
concept of the social construction of knowledge, where institutions play an active role in
determining what information is preserved and valued. This means that libraries are
not neutral spaces but active participants in shaping societal knowledge systems.

Libraries also serve as important spaces for social learning and interaction. By
providing environments where individuals can read, study, and exchange ideas, they
contribute to the development of informed and engaged communities. This role extends
beyond individual users, influencing the broader intellectual life of society. In my
opinion, this social function is what truly distinguishes libraries from other information
providers, as they foster both knowledge acquisition and community engagement.
Libraries Contribution to Education, Culture and Literacy

Libraries play a critical role in advancing education, culture, and literacy in
society. Their contribution extends beyond the provision of books, as they actively
support teaching, learning, and intellectual development. Academic and school libraries,
for instance, enhance educational processes by providing access to scholarly materials
and guiding users in the effective use of information resources. Through structured
information literacy programmes, students are equipped with critical thinking skills
necessary for academic success and responsible citizenship, as emphasized by Head et
al. (2020). In my view, public libraries are particularly significant in promoting lifelong
learning. They create opportunities for individuals to continue learning outside formal
educational settings by offering access to diverse resources and programmes. Clark and

Teravainen-Goff (2021) explain that activities such as reading clubs, workshops, and
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digital learning platforms enable community members to acquire new knowledge and
develop relevant skills. These initiatives reinforce the idea that education is a
continuous process that extends beyond the classroom.

Libraries also play an essential role in literacy development. The cultivation of
reading habits is closely linked to educational achievement and active participation in
society. Through children’s services, reading campaigns, and community literacy
programmes, libraries promote a culture of reading and learning, a position supported
by Clark and Teravainen-Goff (2021). Such efforts are especially important in
communities where literacy levels are low or access to educational resources is limited.
Another important contribution of libraries lies in cultural preservation. By maintaining
collections of historical documents, local archives, and cultural artefacts, libraries help
to safeguard the heritage of communities. Goulding (2020) highlights that preserving
and providing access to such materials strengthens cultural identity and ensures that
knowledge is transmitted across generations. In this regard, libraries serve not only as
educational institutions but also as custodians of collective memory.

Communities, Users, and Information Needs

Libraries exist primarily to serve communities, yet these communities are
diverse and constantly evolving. Differences in education, occupation, language, and
social experience significantly influence how individuals seek and use information. In
my opinion, understanding these diverse needs is central to effective library service
delivery. People typically seek information to address practical concerns such as
employment, health, education, and civic responsibilities. Case and Given (2016) note

that information behaviour is often shaped by everyday needs and real-life challenges.
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Libraries that recognize and respond to these needs are better positioned to design
services that are relevant and impactful.

Social conditions also play a major role in shaping information use. Factors such
as limited access to education, financial constraints, and cultural attitudes toward
reading can influence how individuals interact with library resources. Meyer et al.
(2022) argue that these conditions require libraries to engage continuously with their
communities in order to remain responsive to changing needs. This ongoing
engagement enables libraries to adapt their services and ensure inclusivity. When
libraries actively study and respond to user needs, they enhance their capacity to
support social participation and knowledge access. In my view, a library that
understands its community is far more effective than one that simply provides
resources without considering the context in which they are used.

Social, Economic and Political Influences on Library and Information Services

Library and information services are deeply influenced by the broader social
environment in which they operate. Their effectiveness depends not only on internal
practices but also on external factors such as societal values, economic conditions, and
political priorities. Panda and Das (2022) emphasize that these wider conditions shape
how libraries are developed, supported, and utilized. Social attitudes play a crucial role
in determining the level of engagement with library services. In societies where
education is valued and reading is encouraged, libraries often thrive as centres of
intellectual activity. Under such conditions, individuals view libraries as essential
spaces for learning and knowledge acquisition. However, in communities where literacy

levels are low or economic hardship limits educational opportunities, libraries may
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struggle to attract users. Buschman (2022) suggests that in such contexts, librarians
must go beyond routine service delivery to promote reading culture and demonstrate
the practical value of information.

Economic factors are equally significant in shaping library development.
Libraries require adequate funding to acquire resources, maintain infrastructure, and
employ skilled personnel. Without consistent financial support, it becomes difficult to
sustain quality services or respond effectively to emerging information needs. Raju et al.
(2021) observe that the increasing reliance on digital technologies has further
intensified these demands, particularly in developing societies where resources are
limited. Despite these challenges, many libraries continue to operate effectively through
partnerships, resource sharing, and community support.

Political conditions also influence the sustainability of library services.
Government policies relating to education, culture, and information access determine
how libraries are funded and managed. In supportive policy environments, libraries
benefit from strategic investment and enabling legislation. However, political
interference can also create challenges, particularly in relation to censorship and
information control. Jaeger et al. (2020) highlight that librarians must balance their
professional responsibilities with the need to uphold intellectual freedom and equitable
access to information.

Library Extension Services and Community Outreach

Libraries must adopt innovative approaches to service delivery in order to reach

all segments of society. Traditional models that rely solely on physical library spaces are

no longer sufficient in addressing the diverse needs of modern communities. Many
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individuals remain excluded from library services due to factors such as geographic
isolation, limited mobility, and lack of awareness. Extension services provide an
effective means of addressing these challenges. Issa and Abdullahi (2021) explain that
mobile libraries are among the most successful strategies for reaching underserved
populations. By delivering books and educational materials directly to remote areas,
these services bridge the gap between information resources and users who would
otherwise lack access.

Community outreach programmes further enhance the role of libraries in social
development. Through collaboration with schools, local organizations, and community
leaders, libraries can design initiatives that respond to specific information needs.
These programmes may include literacy campaigns, public lectures, and digital skills
training, all of which contribute to community empowerment. The integration of digital
technologies has significantly expanded the scope of outreach services. Online
platforms, virtual reference services, and digital repositories allow users to access
information remotely, thereby overcoming physical barriers. I[FLA (2022) notes that
this shift reflects a broader transformation in librarianship toward a more proactive
and user-centered approach. In my view, this evolution is essential for ensuring that
access to information remains inclusive and equitable.

Implications for Librarianship and Professional Education

The recognition of libraries as socially embedded institutions has important
implications for professional practice and education. Librarians today operate in
complex environments where technical expertise alone is not sufficient. While skills in

cataloguing and information retrieval remain essential, they must be complemented by
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an understanding of social dynamics and user behaviour. Effective librarianship
requires a balance between technical competence and social awareness. Budd (2021)
argues that without this broader perspective, even well-developed library systems may
fail to meet user needs. In my opinion, librarians must be equipped to engage with
diverse communities and adapt their services to changing societal conditions.

Library and information science education therefore plays a crucial role in
preparing future professionals. Training programmes must incorporate both technical
and social dimensions, including courses on information behaviour and community
engagement. This approach ensures that librarians are prepared to operate effectively
within diverse contexts. Communication skills are equally important in modern
librarianship. As librarians increasingly interact with users from different cultural and
social backgrounds, the ability to communicate effectively becomes essential.
Continuous professional development is also necessary to keep pace with technological
and societal changes. Ultimately, the future of librarianship depends on the profession’s
ability to remain responsive and adaptable. Librarians who understand the social
significance of their work are better positioned to advocate for library services and
demonstrate their value to society.

Recommendations

Based on the sociological analysis presented in this paper, it is evident that
libraries must adopt more proactive and inclusive strategies to remain relevant in
contemporary society. In my view, the following recommendations are essential for
strengthening library and information services: Libraries should place greater emphasis

on user-centered service delivery by actively engaging with their communities to
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understand their evolving information needs. This can be achieved through regular user
studies, feedback mechanisms, and participatory service design, which ensure that
services are aligned with real societal demands.

There is also a need for increased and sustainable funding for library
development. Adequate financial support is critical for maintaining infrastructure,
expanding collections, and integrating modern technologies. Without consistent
investment, libraries may struggle to meet the growing demands of the digital
information environment. Libraries must intensify efforts in promoting information
literacy programmes. In an era characterized by information overload and
misinformation, users require the skills to critically evaluate and effectively utilize
information. Expanding these programmes will enhance both academic success and
informed citizenship.

Furthermore, library outreach and extension services should be strengthened to
ensure inclusivity. Many individuals, particularly in rural and wunderserved
communities, remain excluded from conventional library services. Expanding mobile
libraries, digital platforms, and community-based initiatives will help bridge this gap.
The integration of digital technologies should be prioritized to enhance access to
information. Libraries must invest in e-resources, online databases, and virtual services
to remain competitive and relevant in the digital age. This transformation is essential
for meeting the expectations of modern users. There is also a pressing need to promote
continuous professional development for librarians. Librarians should be equipped not
only with technical competencies but also with social and communication skills that

enable effective engagement with diverse user groups.

Ubwa, T.T.; llliya, L.A., Egondu, N.J. © 2026. UIRM. All rights reserved (https://www.ijirm.com.ng) 1048




International Journal of Information Resource Management (IJIRM)
Volume 3, Number 2 (2026) E- ISSN: 1118-7786

Finally, policy support and advocacy are crucial for the sustainability of library
services. Governments and relevant stakeholders must recognize the strategic
importance of libraries in national development and implement policies that promote
intellectual freedom, equitable access to information, and long-term investment in
library systems.

Conclusion

Libraries continue to play an indispensable role in contemporary society despite
the rapid transformation of the information landscape. While technological
advancements have changed how information is accessed, the core functions of libraries
as facilitators of knowledge and learning remain unchanged. A sociological perspective
reveals that libraries are far more than technical service providers. They contribute to
education, literacy, cultural preservation, and community development while operating
within complex social, economic, and political environments. These factors influence
both their effectiveness and their ability to meet user needs.

In my view, the continued relevance of libraries depends on their ability to adapt
to changing societal conditions while maintaining their commitment to equitable access
and intellectual freedom. As challenges such as digital inequality and information
overload continue to emerge, libraries will remain essential institutions for supporting

informed and engaged communities.
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