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ABSTRACT 

The ease of accessibility of information due to technological innovations has presented challenges to libraries 

and librarians to look for more proactive ways of serving their users in order to remain relevant.  For more 

than a decade, librarians in the SCECSAL region have  devised and implemented innovative library services as 

evidenced by papers in conference proceedings stretching as far back as 2012.  Contributions from libraries in 

Zambia were visibly absent, which raises a question whether there are no innovations in library services taking 

place in the country.   In the wake of COVID-19, librarians in Zambia shared their innovations in offering 

library service during this crisis and beyond, which  included use of email, tele-conferencing, and social media 

platforms such as Facebook, and WhatsApp to conduct orientations, register users and for Selective 

Dissemination of Information, to mention a few.  This paper is based on a survey that was conducted to obtain a 

comprehensive picture of innovative library services that are currently prevalent in university libraries in 

Zambia. The results revealed that more than 90% of the libraries were offering innovative services, notable of 

which are: videos for library orientation, online registration of users, electronic book downloads from open 

source, library blog and plagiarism check. Challenges faced include, inadequate ICT infrastructure and 

technical know-how, financial constraints, and crippling staffing levels. In conclusion, the paper recommends 

that Library and Information Association of Zambia and the Zambian Library Consortium spearhead  

collaboration among public and private universities in skills exchange, and replication of best innovative 

services in all universities.  These survey results are important because they provide a basis for university 

librarians in Zambia to collaborate  for the benefit of their users. It also contributes to the literature on 

innovation in library services in the SCECSAL region. 

Keywords: Innovative Library Services; University libraries; Collaboration; Skills exchange; Zambia 

 

1.0. Introduction 

The ease of accessibility of information due to technological innovations has presented challenges to libraries 

and librarians to look for more proactive ways of serving their users in order to remain relevant. Brundy
1
  asserts 

that „libraries are facing times of unprecedented challenges and unparalleled change. Librarians need to innovate 

as never before if library and information services are to have a vital and vibrant future‟.  It is thus clear that 

innovation in library and information work is a matter of survival and relevance to the environment the library 

serves.  For the purpose of this paper, Rogers
2‟

 definition of  innovation will be used, which is ‘an idea, 
practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption’.  This definition 

implies that librarians should come up with ideas, practices and products that they perceive to be new and adopt 

them to the provision of information to users, although this may differ from one librarian to another depending 

on one‟s experience and exposure.  In this paper, whatever libraries have done and continue doing in order to 

renew or update their services through application of new methods, or techniques so as to add value, will be 

considered to be innovation, relative to the perception of the librarians involved and not in relation to when they 
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were discovered or first used for library applications. This paper is based on a survey that was conducted on 

public and private universities in Zambia  to find out library usage of innovations, type of innovations in use, the 

challenges experienced and the perceived opportunities for value-added service provision.  

1.1. Innovation in library services  

Innovations in library services go as far back as the history of librarianship. According to Katz
3
,  reference 

service can be traced back to  Sumeria, more than 5000.years ago. Since then, librarians have sought ways of 

making life easier for their users.   Green
4
, Wyer

5
, and Rothstein

6
 expressed different theories of reference 

service  in the quest of improving service in libraries. Over decades, library services have undergone change due 

to advancements in technological developments.  Callahan
7
 discussed the new role of librarians as change 

agents in the electronic information environment and argued that librarians must be conversant with the 

technology, provide bibliographic instructions, and assist users in addressing information needs and evaluating 

the relevance of information retrieved.  Baker
8
,  pointed out that libraries of all kinds would need to adapt for 

two basic reasons: namely, the need to survive and in order to enable their users to get the support and advice 

that they required within the new information architecture that had been brought so rapidly to the fore through 

the development of, and pervasive connectivity to, the Internet.  Rowley
9 

 asserts that innovation is pivotal to 

survival and success in a dynamic and complex organizational environment. However, she stresses the 

importance of collaborative innovation and management in the development of library services as well as the 

need for institutions to understand the challenges of collaborative knowledge creation and inter organizational 

barriers to innovation.   Jantz
10

 conducted a study on innovation in academic libraries which centred on factors 

that can influence the ability to innovate from the librarians‟ perspective.   The findings of the study revealed 

that all the librarians who participated in the study affirmed  that innovation was a critical process for the library 

to survive and thrive in the 21st century. The study concluded that „the understanding of the complexity of 

innovation required a more multi-faceted approach..  

Librarians in the Southern, Central and Eastern African region have, for over a decade now, devised and 

implemented innovative library services in order to be more useful to their clients. Most of these initiatives 

revolved around application of Web 2.0 technologies ( Makori
11

 Muneja and Abungu
12

;  Oladokun
13)

. The 

literature on innovations in libraries indicate that librarians everywhere are taking advantage of technological 

applications to improve service to their users, all to varying degrees and at different paces.  Innovation in library 

service, especially keeping up with the ever changing technology, is no longer an option, but mandatory.  

2.2. Purpose of the study 

The overall purpose of the study was to obtain a comprehensive picture of innovative library services that are 

currently prevalent in university libraries in Zambia.  The study sought to  investigate what innovative ways of 

serving users in public and private university libraries in Zambia, to discover the challenges they were facing, 

explore  possibilities of replicating the best innovative practices in all the university libraries and to recommend 

areas of collaboration and skills exchange in implementing further innovations in university libraries.  

3.0. Statement of the problem 

Review of the literature indicates that while librarians in the SCECSAL region devised and implemented 

innovative library services for over two decades, librarians in Zambia only appeared on the scene during the 



covid-19 crisis and beyond. However, no comprehensive research had been conducted to indicate to what extent 

the innovations compare to what is obtaining in the sub-region and indeed globally. In order to avoid lagging 

behind, it was necessary to check the extent librarians in Zambia  providing innovative library services and to 

examine opportunities to leapfrog and move in tandem with current practices in library service world over.  

  

4.0. Methodology 

The study employed a mixed-methods research design. Institutions included in the study were selected from the 

list of universities accredited by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) of Zambia. Purposive sampling was 

utilized to target those universities that had a well-established library, a website and qualified library staff.  A 

survey questionnaire was created using Google form and distributed via email or WhatsApp to twenty seven 

(27) Universities comprising ten (10) public and seventeen (17) private ones. Quantitative and qualitative data 

was analysed using google form while a thematic content analysis was conducted on fourteen (14) university 

library websites to assess the prevalence of innovations in library service provision. 

5.0. Research findings 

5.1. Demographic profile of respondents 

Twenty-two (22) out of the twenty-seven (27) universities responded to the questionnaire.   This is 81.5% 

response rate in which all  public universities responded.  There is also gender balance in the distribution of 

respondents as there were ten male and twelve female (i.e. 45.5% male and 54.5% female) .  In terms of age, 

eight (8) were between 26 and 35 years of age while fourteen (14) fell in the  thirty-six years old and above 

category. The age of the respondents seemed to be skewed toward the older generation. There were four (4) 

respondents who had worked for five (5) years, eight (8) whose work experience was between six (6) and ten 

(10) years while the remaining ten (10) respondents had worked for more than ten (10) years. The levels of 

education of the librarians varied from one (1) certificate holder two (2) diploma holders, nine (9) first degree 

holders , nine (9) master‟s degree holders and one (1) PhD holder as shown in figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1: Respondents’ highest level of education 

 

5.2. Use and type of innovations in Zambian university libraries  

Twenty (20) libraries indicated that they were using innovation in service provision while two (2) were not, 

giving a ninety point nine (90.9) percent against nine point one (9.1) percent respectively.  Innovation that 



libraries were using included: use of email for selective Dissemination of information (SDI), use of social media 

for announcements and Current Awareness Service, videos for library orientation, on-line registration of users, 

electronic books download from open source, digital libraries, institutional repository, remote access to 

catalogues and e-journal databases, library blog and CCTV, outreach services and plagiarism check as shown in 

figure 2 below. 
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Figure 2: Innovative services libraries were providing 

 
Reasons why the two libraries were not offering innovative services were: inadequate ICT infrastructure, problems in 

the use of Astria digital Library, lack of support from management and lack of funding. Respondents were invited to 

state other innovative services they were offering apart from what the questionnaire had tabulated.  Their responses  

include: hosting a book club/reading group ( 1 response) , plagiarism check (2 responses), access to past and 

unlimited Internet (1 response), cloud computing for storage (1 response) and Koha Library Management System (2 

responses).  Only seven (7) respondents answered this question while the fifteen  the respondents (68%) did not 

respond, an indication that they had been catered for in the innovations  tabulated in the questionnaire.  

Thematic analysis of websites revealed that six (6) public universities were using Casebook and Whatsapp for 

announcements, eight public universities downloaded e-books from open source and six (6) public and two (2) private 

universities had Institutional Repositories. Five of these were offering all the three services. 

The challenges that university libraries were facing in applying innovation in library service include:the low usage of 

electronic resources due to lack of technical know-how, restrictive institutional policies hindering libraries from 

adopting innovations, inadequate ICT infrastructure, financial constraints and crippling staffing levels.  

The survey invited the librarians to indicate what innovations they were not currently offering that they would like to 

effect in their service provision.  Responses are portrayed in Figure 3 below. 



   
Figure 3: Innovations libraries would like to introduce. 

 
The question on measures that librarians in Zambian universities ought to take in order to enhance innovative library 

services yielded thirteen (13) respondents who recommended that academic libraries undertake the institutional publisher 

role, engage students in university research, automate libraries and archives, collaborate with other libraries in skills 

exchange, and replicate best innovative services in all universities 

 

6.0. Discussion 

Demographic characteristics of the respondents 

The age of the respondents seemed to be skewed toward the older generation, which could affect what innovations 

libraries adopt.  Youths are more quick to embrace newer technological applications than the older ones.  In terms of 

years of work experience, it is good to note that all the librarians had work experience of not less than five years. This is 

important because it ensures that librarians can initiate innovative services with a high level of confidence.  The level of 

education of three librarians is not very impressive (i.e. 1 certificate and 2 diploma). Level of education affects how 

seriously institutional authorities take the proposed initiative.  People tend to look down on those not very highly 

qualified and often do not take them seriously. 

 

6.1. Innovation use and types 

More than 90% of the university libraries who participated in the survey are using some innovations in offering services 

to their users, which is highly commendable.  The types of innovation indicated by the respondents such as use of email 

for SDI, video for orientation, on-line registration of users, hosting Institutional Repository, access to catalogues and e-

journal databases, may not be viewed as innovations by other librarians, but as routine activities. But as Rogers 

observes: „it matters little, so far as human behaviour is concerned, whether or not an idea is “objectively” new as 
measured by the lapse of time since its first use or discovery.  If an idea seems new to the individual, it is an innovation‟ 
(p. 11). 

 

7.0. Challenges 

The challenges that university libraries were facing in applying innovation in the provision of information are neither 

new nor unique. Collaboration among academic libraries that respondents in the survey recommended can help offset 

some of these challenges.  The Library and Information Association of Zambia (LIAZ) and the Zambian Library 

consortium can jointly conduct training on identified skills required for innovative services and facilitate staff exchange 

programs of member institutions. The Association and Consortium can also devise ways of fund-raising with identified 

institutions in the corporate world and channel the proceeds to support innovation in financially strapped libraries.  

 

 

 



8.0. Possibilities and prospects 

Librarians in Zambian universities have indicated that they would like to introduce self-service user registration, self-

service circulation, use of artificial intelligence (AI) in cataloguing and classification, employ AI in answering common 

queries and research questions, remote access to on-line catalogues and databases, plagiarism check, best library user 

award of the year, publishing newsletter, open source software to support interactive learning, virtual reference service, 

marketing library services and organize quizzes, debates and essays competitions on topics of popular interest. As 

Callahan argued, librarians must be conversant with the technology by continuing training in new applications to 

information work. Baker pointed out the need to provide users with the support and advice that they required within the 

new information architecture.  That calls for skills update on the part of librarians in order to adapt to the ever changing 

information environment. 

 

9.0. Conclusion 

The study has revealed that university libraries in Zambia indeed do offer innovative services to their users, although to 

varying extents.  Librarians have expressed the desire to enhance innovation in service provisions despite the challenges 

and have acknowledged the importance of collaborating with other libraries for skills exchange in order to succeed. 

 

10.0. Recommendations  

The respondents recommended that academic libraries undertake the institutional publisher role, engage students in 

university research, automate libraries and archives, collaborate with other libraries in skills exchange, and replicate best 

innovative services in all universities.  This paper recommends that: i)LIAZ should undertake a skills audit in all 

university libraries and identify areas of need and expertise for its training workshops; ii)LIAZ and ZALICO should 

devise ways of fund-raising in order to support innovation in financially strapped member libraries; and iii)LIAZ and 

ZALICO should collaborate in updating skills of their members and empower them to initiate and implement innovative 

services through practical training. 
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