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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the response of public libraries to the informational challenges posed by the COVID-
19 pandemic through the analysis of the functions performed by public libraries. The analysis of the
scientific literature reveals that among the functions performed by public libraries during the COVID-19
pandemic such as providers of information resources and cultural services, information disseminators,
educators and trainers, partners, information community builders, community supporters and internal
planners such functions as information disseminators (sharing relevant information), information community
builders (collaboration between libraries), community supporters (supporting members of the communities
in which libraries operate) and educators and trainers (developing competences needed in crisis situations)
are of particular importance to the response to the informational challenges during COVID-19 pandemic.
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1 INTRODUCTION

During the COVID-19 pandemic, extensive restrictions were placed on the mobility of the population and
strict health protection measures were implemented to reduce the spread of the virus. These restrictions
affected almost all organisations in both public and private sectors, including public libraries, which had to
adapt to the constantly changing conditions by limiting face-to-face services and moving most of their
activities into the digital environment (Gann, 2020; Tammaro, 2020; Smith, 2020; Wang, Lund, 2020 Ayeni,
Agbaje, Tippler, 2021; Mnzava, Katabalwa, 2021). At the beginning of the pandemic, public libraries started
to provide digital services, updated their digital book collections, developed distance learning platforms,
increased access to electronic databases, digitized local history materials, organized virtual events and
provided remote consultations to citizens (Smith, 2020; Ma, 2020; Panattoni, 2021; Haque et. al, 2022;
Ashiqg, Jabeen, Mahmood, 2022; Begum, Habiba, 2023; Nadi-Ravandi, Batooli, 2023; Syn, Sinn, Kim,
2023). Researchers, working in the public library field (Gann, 2020; Goddard, 2020; Tammaro, 2020; Smith,
2020; Coghill, Sewell, 2020; Fraser-Arnott, 2020; Kulikauskiené, Saparniené, 2022; McMenemy, Robinson
Ruthven, 2023) in their studies have focused on the analysis of the activities and functions performed by
public libraries during the COVID-19 pandemic, examining the changes in public libraries activities related
to book loans, educational activities, virtual events, community support, etc. According to Featherstone,
Lyon, Ruffin (2008), Wang, Lund (2020), Ali, Gatiti (2020), Panattoni (2021), Kulikauskiené, Saparniené
(2022), such functions as providers of information resources and cultural services, information
disseminators, educators and trainers, partners, information community builders, community supporters
and internal planners that public libraries performed during the COVID-19 pandemic can be identified.
These functions enabled public libraries to respond to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in
meeting the cultural, social, and educational needs of their service users. According to Irwin, Silk (2019),
Kulikauskiené, Liukinevi¢iené (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Tammaro, (2020), Smith (2020), Panattoni
(2021), these functions were particularly important during the COVID-19 pandemic because public libraries



are socially responsible organisations as they provide free and accessible cultural, educational and
informational services and focus on meeting the informational needs not only of their service users, but of
the members of communities in which they operate as well.

However, Ali, Gatiti (2020), Smith (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Tammaro (2020), Kulikauskiené, Saparniené
(2022), McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven (2023) et al. note that in crisis situations, and especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic, when not only health but also informational challenges, such as infodemic, false
information spread, etc., were faced, public libraries did not focus enough on combating these challenges.
The authors highlight that during COVID-19 pandemic, public libraries did not make sufficient use of their
potential to deal with the informational challenges by implementing educational activities, fighting against
the infodemic, and supporting the members of the communities in which they operate. These problematic
aspects identified in the scientific literature suggest that it is important to identify which of the functions
performed by public libraries during COVID-19 pandemic are relevant to overcoming the informational
challenges.

In accordance with the stated problematic aspects, the aim of this paper is to identify the functions
performed by public libraries that are relevant to respond to the informational challenges posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

To achieve this aim, the scientific literature in which public libraries functions in crisis situations are
investigated is analyzed. During this analysis, the most important functions of public libraries in responding
to the informational challenges that were caused by the COVID-19 pandemic are highlighted. Based on the
insights provided in the scientific literature, the possibilities for strengthening these functions are envisaged.

2 METHODOLOGY

Research methods used: content analysis and synthesis of scientific literature.

3 RESULTS
3.1. The functions of public libraries during the COVID-19 pandemic

One of the biggest crises that hit the world in recent years is the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, which
has affected everyone's lives, changing the way people work, learn, and communicate. To reduce the
spread of the virus, some of the biggest restrictions on activities and services in history have been imposed,
affecting all organisations, including public libraries, leading to changes in the way libraries operate (Bonnet,
Sellers, 2019; Wang, Lund, 2020; Smith, 2020; Coghill, Sewell, 2020; Ayeni, Agbaje, Tippler, 2021;
Mnzava, Katabalwa, 2021; Haque et. al, 2022; Ashiq, Jabeen, Mahmood, 2022; Begum, Habiba, 2023;
Nadi-Ravandi, Batooli, 2023; Syn, Sinn, Kim, 2023; McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven; 2023). Summarizing
the insights of Featherstone, Lyon, Ruffin (2008), Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Ali, Gatiti
(2020), Panattoni (2021), Kulikauskiené, Saparniené (2022), McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven (2023) it can
be said that public libraries during the COVID-19 pandemic have performed such functions as providers of
information resources and cultural services, information disseminators, educators and trainers, partners,
information community builders, community supporters and internal planners.

Ali, Gatiti (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Goddard (2020), Panattoni (2021),
Kulikauskiené, Saparniené (2022) note that by performing the above-mentioned functions, public libraries
were able to respond to the various challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in meeting the cultural,
social, and educational needs of their service users.



According to Ali, Gatiti (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Goddard (2020), Panattoni
(2021), Chen, Pan (2021), Ashiq, Jabeen, Mahmood (2022), Begum, Habiba (2023), Nadi-Ravandi, Batooli
(2023), Syn, Sinn, Kim (2023) during the COVID-19 pandemic, public libraries implemented the function of
providers of information resources and cultural services by performing such activities as issuing books,
organising events, most of which were carried out remotely by library staff using social networking
platforms. Tammaro (2020), Begum, Habiba (2023) notes that the first response of public libraries to the
COVID-19 pandemic focused on providing traditional book lending services, eliminating late fees, extending
lending times etc. According to the author, the use of digital collections (e. g. e-books and other digital
resources) of public libraries increased during the pandemic, and virtual events, exhibitions attracted a great
deal of user interest. These activities reflect the function of providers of information resources and cultural
services.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, public libraries provided reliable information on the current situation,
relevant health issues, disease prevention measures by implementing the function of information
disseminators. Ali, Gatiti (2020), Smith (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven (2023)
emphasize, that this function has been highlighted not only during COVID-19 pandemic, but also in previous
crisis situations, and that public libraries should therefore strengthen their information dissemination
activities in crisis periods by providing reliable information. This function is closely related to the need to
combat infodemic, fake news and misleading information spread, that has emerged during the COVID-19
pandemic. Public libraries can contribute to these issues by providing links to reliable sources of
information, preparing educational and training materials focused on the development of analytical and
critical thinking skills, identification of fake news, etc.

Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Tammaro (2020) note, that during the COVID-19 pandemic,
collaboration between libraries and other organisations is of great importance, highlighting the functions of
partners and information community builders. The pandemic has highlighted the benefits of collaboration
among public libraries and other organizations representing local communities, and collaboration among
libraries themselves through the dissemination of information, implementation of joint activities, leveraging
the potential of other organisations to reach the target audiences etc.

Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Tammaro (2020), Smith (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), McMenemy, Robinson,
Ruthven (2023) emphasize the importance of community supporters’ function in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic. The authors point out that the rise of the internet, social networks and other digital media
has expanded the communication possibilities of libraries and enabled them to strengthen their community
supporter’s function by opening new opportunities to reach a wider and more diverse audience of users
through virtual platforms, to communicate with them and to provide support, needed in crisis situations.

However, in crisis situations, it is important for libraries not only to take care of the needs of their service
users, but also to ensure the successful performance of their own organisations. Therefore, in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the function of internal planners is important for public libraries. According to
Featherstone, Lyon, Ruffin (2008), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Goddard (2020), Tolppanen (2021), Decker
(2021) this function is necessary to maintain the successful functioning of the library in crisis situations and
is related to the organisation of library activities, taking care of staff and their needs.

According to Ali, Gatiti (2020), Gann (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Panattoni (2021), Chen, Pan
(2021), Haque et. al (2022), Ashiqg, Jabeen, Mahmood (2022), Begum, Habiba (2023) and others, the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic can be distinguished from previous crisis situations such as natural
disasters, outbreaks of diseases, etc., by the need for public libraries not only to provide users with
traditional services, such as lending of books, providing access to digital resources, organizing events, etc.,
but also to implement activities oriented towards the overcoming the informational challenges, which were
posed by the pandemic.



3.2 The functions of public libraries needed to respond to the informational
challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic

Ali, Gatiti (2020), Smith (2020), Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Panattoni (2021) Chen,
Pan (2021), Kulikauskiené, Saparniené (2022), McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven (2023) note that among
the functions performed by public libraries during the COVID-19 pandemic such as providers of information
resources and cultural services, information disseminators, educators and trainers, partners, information
community builders, community supporters and internal planners such functions as information
disseminators (sharing relevant information), information community builders (collaboration between
libraries), community supporters (supporting members of the communities in which libraries operate) and
educators and trainers (developing competences needed in crisis situations) are of particular importance
to the response to the informational challenges, such as infodemic, false information and misinformation
spread (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. The functions of public libraries needed to respond to the informational challenges
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Source: Lyon, Ruffin, Featherstone (2008), Wang, Lund (2020), Ali,Gatiti (2020), Craft (2020), Smith
(2020), Panattoni (2021), Kulikauskiené, Saparniené (2022)

According to Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020), Panattoni (2021), Chen, Pan (2021),
McMenemy, Robinson, Ruthven (2023) in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and informational
challenges posed by it, one of the most important functions of public libraries is information disseminators.
While performing this function, public libraries provide access to reliable sources of information, disseminate
trustworthy information, current news, etc. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this function is
particularly relevant as the pandemic is accompanied by the infodemic. Infodemic can be defined as
information overload, where correct information is accompanied by a large amount of inaccurate and
unrealistic news, making it difficult for people to find reliable sources of information (WHO, 2020). Craft
(2020), Smith (2020), Sloan (2020), Fraser-Arnott (2020), Panattoni (2021) point out that in the case of the
COVID-19 pandemic, information overload is the biggest challenge, with a wide range of information being
provided by health care institutions, news portals, academics, social media and others. Also, during the
pandemic, there is a particularly high level of fake news and misinformation, accompanying pandemic-
related information, because the novelty of the virus has led to a lack of reliable information about it, creating
a perfect environment for the spread of speculative news, especially on social networking platforms, where
large numbers of people can easily be reached (Bonnet, Sellers, 2019; Naeem, Bhatti, 2020).

Another important function implemented by public libraries is information community builders (Wang, Lund,
2020; Craft, 2020; Smith, 2020; Panattoni, 2021; Chen, Pan 2021), which involves public libraries
collaboration with other public libraries. It is carried out by libraries sharing information sources and other
relevant resources with each other, organizing events, educational activities, etc., oriented towards the fight
with infodemic, misinformation and fake news spread.

The analysis of the scientific literature (Matthews, 2020; Ali, Gatiti, 2020; Coghill, Sewell, 2020; McMenemy,
Robinson, Ruthven, 2023) revealed, that public libraries act as community supporters by addressing the



informational needs of their service users and members of the communities in which they operate. In crisis
situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, this function involves ensuring support to community members
by providing free access to the internet, computer facilities and other sources of information. Matthews
(2020) notes that the closure of physical public library facilities due to the restrictions imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the communities in which they operate. While some
library activities have been moved to the digital environment (e. g. educational activities, events, etc.) other
activities such as free access to computers and the Internet, which in previous crisis situations had helped
to support communities, have not been provided.

The last function of public libraries, which according to the Wang, Lund (2020), Craft (2020), Smith (2020),
Matthews (2020), Panattoni (2021), Chen, Pan (2021) is important to overcome the informational
challenges imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic is educators and trainers. In crisis situations, including the
COVID-19 pandemic, one of the main functions of public libraries to develop the competences needed by
community members to respond to a crisis, such as digital and information literacy competences
(Featherstone, Lyon, Ruffin, 2008; Gann, 2019; Aslam, Naveed, Shabbir, 2020; Wang, Lund, 2020). In the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this function of libraries is very important, because during this period
people especially needed sufficient digital competences, because they used computers and the Internet
much more than ever before for remote work, learning, purchasing goods, managing financial affairs,
communicating with friends and relatives, etc. Gann (2019), Aslam, Naveed, Shabbir (2020), Tammaro
(2020) point out that one of the biggest challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic was the lack of digital
inclusion, which limited the ability of certain groups in society, lacking sufficient digital competences to
engage in social, economic life, participate in lifelong learning activities. According to Real, Bertot, Jaeger
(2014), Rutherford et al. (2018), Gann (2019), Gallardo (2019), Gallardo, Beaulieu, Geideman (2020),
Strover et al. (2020), key activities of public libraries in the field of digital inclusion include providing access
to computers and the Internet, implementing digital competences trainings, and creating digital content
(digital products and services). These services are particularly relevant for those belonging to marginalised
groups such as the elderly, people with disabilities, people with lower income, etc. For these people, public
libraries are places where they can access the Internet free of charge, improve their digital competences,
get help and advice if they need it (Smith, 2020; Matthews, 2020). Another important factor related to this
function is the development of information literacy competences. According to Naeem, Bhatti (2020),
Fraser-Arnott (2020), information literacy can be defined as the ability to locate, analyze, and critically
evaluate information, to find reliable sources of information, to identify misleading content, etc. However,
Fraser-Arnott (2020) points out that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of information
literacy has expanded, taking on additional meanings linked to the need to be knowledgeable about the key
aspects of health care, in other words, there is an increased need for information health literacy. According
to Gann (2019; 2020), information health literacy is the ability to seek, locate and evaluate health-related
information, and to select credible sources of information to make appropriate and health enhancing
decisions. The author notes that health information literacy becomes particularly important in health-related
crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, as it is directly linked to disease prevention. The widespread
concern about the pandemic leads people to seek information intensively, most often through social
networks. However, they are particularly likely to contain a large amount of unverified, unreliable
information, which can lead to unsafe behavior, noncompliance with disease prevention measures, etc.
(Fraser-Arnott, 2020).

To summarize this information, it can be stated that public libraries, by performing such functions as
information disseminators, information community builders, community supporters and educators and
trainers are able to respond to the informational challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Bonnet,
Sellers (2020), Fraser-Arnott (2020) point out that public libraries are one of the most significant
organizations that can contribute to the fight against infodemic, misinformation and fake news. According
to Wang and Lund (2020), in the face of infodemic, public libraries should help their service users to search,
select and evaluate reliable information sources and contribute to their information literacy. These insights
might be complemented by Fraser-Arnott (2020) observations that tackling infodemic, misinformation and



fake news are core activities of librarians. Librarians, as information professionals, can contribute to the
fight against infodemic, misinformation and fake news by sharing reliable information, sharing links to
trustworthy sources, research data, statistical information, and by organizing educational activities focused
on digital, information and health literacy competences improvement of their service users, community
members in which they operate, and society members as a whole (Ali, Gatiti, 2020; Fraser-Arnott, 2020;
Winata, Basuki, 2020).

4 CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of the scientific literature (Ali, Gatiti 2020; Smith, 2020; Wang, Lund, 2020; Craft, 2020;
Panattoni, 2021; Chen, Pan, 2021; Kulikauskiené, Saparniené, 2022; Haque et. al, 2022; Ashig, Jabeen,
Mahmood, 2022; Begum, Habiba, 2023; Nadi-Ravandi, Batooli, 2023; Syn, Sinn, Kim, 2023; McMenemy,
Robinson, Ruthven; 2023) reveals that during the COVID-19 pandemic public libraries performed such
functions as providers of information resources and cultural services, information disseminators, educators
and trainers, partners, information community builders, community supporters and internal planners. Based
on the insights of researchers (Ali, Gatiti, 2020; Smith, 2020; Wang, Lund, 2020; Craft, 2020; Panattoni,
2021; Chen, Pan, 2021 et al.), it can be argued that the context of the COVID-19 pandemic is distinguished
from other crisis situations by the need to disseminate reliable information, improve digital and information
literacy competences of society members, foster collaboration among organizations and provide support to
communities, in which public libraries operate. This highlights the relevance of such public libraries
functions as disseminators of information, information community builders, community supporters, and
educators and trainers that are particularly important in responding to the informational challenges, such
as infodemic, false information and misinformation spread, posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Insights for further research. In terms of future research on library activities in crisis situations, there is a
need for research on library activities in post-crisis periods. Such studies would help to answer questions
relating to the continuity of new activities and services initiated during crisis periods.
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