
 
Jelly A. Akomo  

Proceedings of the 6th COTUL Scientific Conference Held on 11-12 November 2024 at TMDA in Mwanza, Tanzania 158 

Okafor, A. I., Njoroge, R., & Kimani, G. (2023). Availability and utilization of 
library resources for enhanced service-delivery of healthcare workers in 
government tertiary hospitals, Abuja Nigeria. International Journal of Science 
and Applied Information Technology, 12(1).  

Popay, J., Rogers, A., & Williams, G. (1998). Rationale and standards for the 
systematic review of qualitative literature in health services research. 
Qualitative Health Research, 8(3), 341-351. 

Popay, J., Roberts, H., Sowden, A., Petticrew, M., Arai, L., Rodgers, M., & Duffy, 
S. (2006). Guidance on the conduct of narrative synthesis in systematic 
reviews. A product from the ESRC methods program, Version, 1(1), b92.  

Swanberg, S. M., Bulgarelli, N., Jayakumar, M., Look, E., Shubitowski, T. B., 
Wedemeyer, R., & Lucia, V. C. (2022). A health education outreach 
partnership between an academic medical library and public library: lessons 
learned before and during a pandemic. Journal of the Medical Library 
Association: JMLA, 110(2), 212.  

Walker, P. (2021). The library's role in countering infodemics. Journal of the Medical 
Library Association: JMLA, 109(1), 133. 

World Health Organization. (2024). Sustainable development goals. World Health 
Organization.  

Wude, H., Woldie, M., Melese, D., Lolaso, T., & Balcha, B. (2020). Utilization of 
routine health information and associated factors among health workers in 
Hadiya Zone, Southern Ethiopia. PloS one, 15(5), e0233092.  

Zager, S., Haskins, A., Maland, K., & Holt, C. (2016). The health and libraries of 
public use retrospective study (HeLPURS). Health Information & Libraries 
Journal, 33(3), 190-203. 

 

Proceedings of the 6th COTUL Scientific Conference Held on 11-12 November 2024 at TMDA in Mwanza, Tanzania 159 

Role of Community Libraries as Catalysts for Sustainable 
Development: A Case of Arusha Region, Tanzania 

 
Elia S. Mbwile and Evance M. Michael 

 Library Unit, Business and Management Studies Department, Tengeru Institute of 
Community Development 

Email: elia.mbwile@ticd.ac.tz 
 
Abstract 
This study looked at how community libraries might promote sustainable development in 
Tanzania, particularly focusing Arusha Region. These libraries, which serve as vital 
information, education and social cohesion hubs, address crucial local issues such as low literacy 
rates and restricted access to formal education, particularly in disadvantaged rural communities. 
A cross-sectional study approach was used to collect data from 110 respondents, who included 
library personnel and community members. The data shows that library resources, financial 
assistance, and social equality all contribute considerably to sustainable development, although 
literacy rates have a more complicated link. Also, information access, community engagement 
and social inclusion have no significant influence on sustainable development. The study 
emphasizes the necessity of using community libraries as change agents to promote social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability at the grassroots level. The report recommends 
additional financing for community library infrastructures and emphasizes on social equality. 
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Introduction 
In an era marked by rapid technological advancements and escalating global 
challenges, the role of libraries has expanded beyond their traditional function of 
housing books (Strover, 2019; Hirsh, 2022). Community libraries, in particular, 
have evolved into active information centres that promote social cohesion, 
economic empowerment and environmental awareness (Lee, 2024). Concurring 
with Lee, Okechukwu et al (2024) add that community libraries have developed 
into essential hubs that provide information, education and cultural interaction to 
underserved populations globally. As agents of change, these libraries are critical 
in navigating the complex landscape of sustainable development (Audunson et al., 
2019). The present study focused on understanding how community libraries in 
Arusha Region in Tanzania contribute towards sustainable development through 
their resources, services, financial support and efforts to attain social equality. 
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Originating in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, community libraries have 
expanded to offer programs such as reading initiatives and digital literacy training 
(Manzo, 2020). In developing regions like Africa, where literacy rates are low and 
access to formal education is limited, such libraries are often the first point of 
contact for educational resources and social cohesion efforts (Mojapelo, 2020: 
Nwagwu & Matobako, 2022). Through outreach programs in literacy, health 
education and civic engagement, these libraries, in collaboration with non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and governments, enhance their services 
and empower communities (Bangani, 2023). 
 
Community libraries in Tanzania are crucial for fostering literacy and education, 
especially in rural areas where formal educational resources are limited (Bilonkwa, 
2021). Tanzania has over 37 operational regional libraries, including the Tanzania 
National Library, with Arusha Regional Library being one of them and those 
owned by NGOs (Elbert et al., 2012). Other community libraries are the Akeri 
Free Library, which serves kids at Nkoanrua, Nkoarisambu and Akheri wards. 
This was developed by the Community Education Resource Foundation 
(CERFO). Another significant institution is the Durning-O'Halloran Community 
Library in Sinon Village. This was found in 2016 by Professor Richard Mshomba 
and his wife, Elaine. This library provides educational materials like books and 
Internet to kids of more than 15 schools, to help them succeed academically 
(Mshomba, 2022). Furthermore, the Viswani Public Library, situated on the 
outskirts of Arusha Region, was established in collaboration with Taiwanese 
students. These libraries provide essential resources like pamphlets, posters, 
periodicals, books, photos and newspapers. The most widely read materials 
include religious texts, newspapers, non-fiction works and adult literacy books 
(Malmgren, 2000). These libraries offer study space and access to over 2,000 
books, encouraging local youngsters to read.  
 
Supported by government initiatives and NGOs, these libraries aim to increase 
literacy rates by offering culturally relevant and locally significant materials that 
meet the unique needs of their communities (Bangani, 2023). Additionally, they 
host workshops on cultural events, health education and agricultural practices, 
contributing to cohesive and well-developed communities. Through these efforts, 
Tanzanian community libraries play a significant role in advancing social 
development goals, promoting social inclusion and fostering equity. 
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Sustainable development emphasizes the importance of inclusive growth that 
meets current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own (Hajian & Kashani, 2021). Within this context, community 
libraries emerge as institutions with significant potential to promote social, 
economic and environmental sustainability. In Arusha Region, community 
libraries function not only as reading centres but also as vital community 
development hubs. They provide access to knowledge, enhance literacy and 
encourage civic engagement, thereby contributing to the achievement of 
sustainable development objectives (Omona, 2020; Mansour, 2020). 
 
This study investigated the transformational role of community libraries in 
fostering sustainable development in Tanzania. By examining their ability of 
acting as catalysts for positive change, the study explored how these libraries 
empower individuals and communities to address critical social, economic and 
environmental challenges (Salubi & Majavu, 2024). The study acknowledged the 
diversity of community library models, ranging from small, locally run venues to 
larger, professionally managed institutions (Lee, 2024). Each library operates 
within a unique context, shaped by local needs, resources and challenges, yet all 
play a crucial role in driving sustainable development and social equity at the 
grassroots level (Panda & Das, 2022). 
 
Despite their potential as crucial hubs for education, social cohesion and 
economic empowerment, the role of community libraries in fostering sustainable 
development in Tanzania remains underexplored and underutilised. These 
libraries are instrumental in addressing the region's significant challenges such as 
low literacy rates, poverty and limited access to formal education, especially in 
rural areas (Bilonkwa, 2021; Manzo, 2020: Bangani, 2023). However, issues such 
as inadequate resources, insufficient financial support and limited outreach 
programs hinder their ability to fully contribute to social, economic and 
environmental sustainability (Hajian & Kashani, 2021). This study sought to 
bridge this gap by examining how community libraries in Tanzania can be better 
leveraged as catalyst of change, promoting literacy, social equality and sustainable 
development at the grassroots level. 
 
Methodology 
The study was conducted in the urban but comprised all community members 
using regional library and libraries owned by NGOs and other organizations in 
Arusha Region, Tanzania. The study was carried out at the selected communities 
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adjacent to these libraries since they are the ones that are served (Malugu, 2007). 
The target population of this study was residents of the Arusha Region who have 
access to community libraries. Cross-sectional research design was used because 
data was collected once and this design is used for descriptive statistics as well as 
determining the relationship between variables (Bailey, 1994: Kothari, 2004). 
However, data was collected through structured questionnaires and document 
analysis. 
 
Random sampling technique was employed to select the sample for the study 
from the key stakeholders, including library staff, community members, local 
government officials and representatives of relevant NGOs in Arusha Region. 
This resulted in a population of 151 library stakeholders and a sample of the 
population involved in the study was obtained after deriving the following 
formula which resulted in 110 respondents. Lushakuzi et al (2017) report that the 
Yamane Formula is considered to save time and costs. It states as follows: 
n =   ΣN   
        1 + ΣN (e)2  

Where n= Sample size 
ΣN = Total population size and e=level of precision which is 0.05 (5%). 

 This level of precision is an appropriate one since it is a stable level of precision 
and accuracy in survey study gives an appropriate sample size. Data was collected 
by using a questionnaire and the analysis of quantitative data was done with the 
help of Statistical Product and Service Solutions (SPSS) and Microsoft Excel. 
  
Results and Findings 
Description of demographic characteristics 
Age of respondents 
The age distribution of respondents demonstrates the broad involvement of many 
age groups in community libraries, with 20% of respondents under the age of 18, 
indicating early participation in educational activities. The largest group, 27.3%, 
were between the ages of 19 and 40, utilizing libraries for personal and 
professional development, while 18.2% were between the ages of 41 and 60, most 
likely engaging in lifelong learning and mentoring. Moreover, 34.5% of 
respondents were above the age of 60, indicating that community libraries are 
vital resources for people of all ages, encouraging lifelong learning and 
involvement in sustainable development projects. 
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Gender of respondents 
The gender distribution of respondents suggests that men are more likely than 
women to participate in community library activities, with 59.1% and 40.9%, 
respectively. While males may be more active in leadership or in using resources 
for business and education, the large female involvement highlights the critical 
role women play in community engagement through libraries. This engagement 
is critical for fostering gender equality since libraries give access to information, 
education and opportunities that empower women and contribute to the 
community's overall sustainability. To address the somewhat lower female 
engagement, community libraries may assist in bridging gender inequalities by 
providing targeted programs that promote equal contributions from men and 
women to sustainable development. 
 
Educational levels of respondents 
Respondents' educational backgrounds suggest that 10.9% have only received 
elementary education, while 40% have finished basic secondary education, 
underlining the critical role community libraries play in complementing education 
for individuals with less formal training. These libraries give vital access to 
information and skills, supporting social fairness and empowering people to 
participate in sustainable development. This concurs with Mbwile's (2024) 
findings that show that literacy rates play a vital role in empowering society.  
Furthermore, with 49.1% of respondents having a college or university degree, 
community libraries promote advanced study, professional development and 
community service, bridging educational gaps and encouraging inclusive 
sustainable development in Arusha Region. 
 
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents (n = 110) 

Variable Parameter Freq. % 
Age Below 18  22 20 

 19 – 40 30 27.3 
 41 – 60 

60+ 
20 
38 

18.2 
34.5 

Sex Male 65 59.1 
 Female 45 40.9 

Educational level Primary education 
Basic education (secondary) 

12 
44 

10.9 
40 

 College/University 54 49.1 
Source: Researcher Data (2024) 
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Regression analysis description 
The regression study carried out to investigate the function of community libraries 
in improved livelihood for sustainable development yielded an R Square value of 
0.264. This means that the model, which includes the predictors of Library 
Resources and Services (LRS), Information Access (IA), Community 
Engagement (CE), Budget and Financial Resources (BFR), Social Inclusion (SI), 
Literacy Rate (LR), and Social Equality (SE), accounts for approximately 26.4% 
of the variance in sustainable development (SD). 
 

Model Summary 
Model R R Square Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .514a .264 .214 .356 
a. Predictors: (Constant), SE, BFR, LR, IA, SI, LRS, CE 

Source: Field Data (2024) 
 
The Adjusted R Square value is 0.214, which considers the number of predictors 
in the model and gives a more realistic picture of the model's explanatory ability. 
This adjusted result shows that, after considering the number of predictors, 21.4% 
of the variance in sustainable development may be attributable to the cumulative 
effect of the independent. 
 
The estimate's standard error is 0.356, which quantifies the average distance 
between the observed values and the regression line. A smaller standard error 
implies that the model's predictions are very close to the observed data. 

Coefficientsa 
Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

 

(Constant) .935 .288  3.248 .002 
LRS .280 .093 .280 3.025 .003 
BFR .222 .071 .269 3.123 .002 
LR -.196 .096 -.185 -2.034 .045 
SE .216 .076 .256 2.837 .005 

a. Dependent Variable: SD- improved livelihood. 
Source: Field Data (2024) 
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Coefficients Interpretation and Discussion 
The regression study attempts to better understand the influence of community 
library-related parameters on improving livelihood of people to ensure 
Sustainable Development (SD). The criteria considered are Library Resources and 
Services (LRS), Budget and Financial Resources (BFR), Literacy Rate (LR), and 
Social Equality (SE). The findings are interpreted as follows: 
 
Constant 
The constant term's unstandardized coefficient (B) is 0.935 with a standard error 
of 0.288, resulting in a t-value of 3.248 and a significant p-value of 0.002. This 
means that when all independent variables are set to zero, the baseline level of 
sustainable development is 0.935 units. This baseline serves as a reference point 
against which the impacts of the other factors are analyzed, emphasizing the 
inherent degree of sustainable development regardless of the predictors examined 
in the model. 
 
Library resources and services 
Library resources and services have a positive unstandardized coefficient of 0.280 
and a standard error of 0.093. The t-value is 3.025 and the p-value is 0.003, 
implying statistical significance at the 1% level. The standardized coefficient 
(Beta) of 0.280 indicates that library resources and services have a significant and 
beneficial influence on sustainable development. This suggests that improving 
library resources and services makes a substantial contribution to fostering 
sustainable development. Improved access to varied and high-quality resources 
empowers communities via education and information distribution, promoting 
informed decision-making and supporting numerous aspects of sustainability, 
including economic growth, social fairness and environmental stewardship. 
 
Mathiasson & Jochumsen (2022) support the findings that increasing libraries and 
library resources are expected to act proactively in relation to influencing equitable 
and sustainable development. This justifies that sufficient library resources have 
a direct impact on community development. 
 
Budget and financial resources 
Budget and financial resources have a positive unstandardized coefficient of 0.222 
and a standard error of 0.071. The t-value is 3.123, and the p-value is 0.002, 
suggesting 1% significance. The standardized coefficient (Beta) is 0.269, 
indicating that budget and financial resources contribute significantly to 
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sustainable development. This emphasizes the need for proper financing and 
financial assistance in improving the ability of community libraries to provide 
excellent services and activities. Sufficient financial resources allow libraries to 
maintain and improve their infrastructure, purchase current content and execute 
activities that address many elements of sustainability, such as education, social 
inclusion and community resilience. 
 
Financial resources are very important for any repository, like a library, to carry 
out their duties thoroughly. Budgeting and financial resources are crucial even if 
they are non-profit organizations since they are required to be equipped with the 
right and needed information resources that are costly (Linn, 2007). As seen in 
this study budgeting and financial resources have a positive influence on the 
effective functioning of community libraries, hence helping to attain sustainable 
development. 
 
Literacy rate  
Literacy rate has a negative unstandardized coefficient of -0.196 and a standard 
error of 0.096. The t-value is -2.034, and the p-value is 0.045, showing 5% 
significance. The standardized coefficient (Beta) is -0.185, indicating that greater 
literacy rates relate to lower levels of sustainable development in this model's 
environment. This unexpected conclusion might be attributed to a variety of 
variables, including measurement difficulties, the quality vs quantity of literacy, or 
increased literacy rates failing to translate directly into sustainable habits in the 
absence of supporting institutions and opportunities. It may also represent that 
as literacy improves, so does understanding and reporting of sustainability 
difficulties, resulting in a negative impact on perceived sustainable development. 
Further work is required to properly comprehend this link. 
 
Shukla et al (2013) found that libraries are crucial for education, providing 
knowledge, civic sense, and intellectual recreation, enriching mental vision and 
promoting enlightenment, while also enhancing character and outlook on life. 
However, these findings indicate that low literacy rates in Tanzania hinder the 
effectiveness of community libraries as agents of change for sustainable 
development. Despite their potential to promote education and enlightenment, 
the limited literacy skills of the population reduce the impact these libraries can 
have on fostering informed and engaged communities. 
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Social Equality  
Social equality has a positive unstandardized coefficient of 0.216 and a standard 
error of 0.076. The t-value is 2.837, with a p-value of 0.005, suggesting a 1% level 
of significance. Social equality is a substantial and influential predictor of 
sustainable development, as indicated by its standardized coefficient (Beta) of 
0.256. This conclusion underscores the significance of achieving social equality 
through community libraries, which may function as inclusive venues that allow 
equal access to information and learning opportunities. Libraries that promote 
social equality help to reduce inequities, empower disadvantaged groups, and 
encourage cohesive and resilient communities, all of which are critical 
components of sustainable development. 
 
Public libraries serve a critical role in ensuring social equality and long-term 
development in a stratified society. Community libraries address social gaps by 
offering critical resources and services to all people, regardless of socio-economic 
status. This fair access promotes lifelong learning, political involvement and 
economic empowerment, resulting in a more equitable and sustainable society 
(Gaffet & Espy, 2016: Kosmicki, 2019). 
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
Conclusion 
Community libraries in Arusha Region contribute significantly to sustainable 
development by offering resources and services that improve literacy, social 
inclusion and economic empowerment. However, the study found that difficulties 
such as limited finances, poor literacy rates and uneven access to library services 
limit their ability to act as change agents. Despite these challenges, community 
libraries continue to play an important role in promoting social fairness and 
building knowledgeable, resilient communities that may contribute to long-term 
development at the grassroots level. 
 
Recommendations 
To optimize the influence of community libraries on Tanzania's sustainable 
development, stakeholders, including the government and non-governmental 
organizations, should boost financial support and invest in library infrastructures 
and resources. Furthermore, specialized literacy initiatives should be established 
to address low literacy rates, which restrict the efficacy of these libraries. Also, 
efforts should be made to guarantee that all community members, particularly 
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marginalized groups, have equitable access to library services, to promote social 
fairness and inclusive growth. 
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