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Abstract

Objective: Despite the growth of practical experiences, especially in recent years, there is not much knowledge
about the outreach services of Iran public libraries. In this regard, the main objective of this research is to identify the
themes related to outreach services in Iranian public libraries.

Method: The present research is qualitative and was conducted using the method of thematic analysis of the news
published on the IPLF’s website. Based on the predefined criteria, 37 eligible news items were examined. The data
were analyzed and examined using MAXQDA software (2019 version).
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Results: According to the reviewed news, five main themes were identified: “social inclusion”, “creation of social
capital”, “strengthening social well-being”, “promoting reading culture”, and “strengthening community values”. The
two themes of “social inclusion” and “creation of social capital” were the focus of 95% and 65% of the news about
outreach services, respectively. Additionally, the categories of “focus on deprivation” and “creating social joy” were

reflected in 14% and 13% of the news items, respectively, more than other categories.

Conclusions: This study is among the first research efforts to examine the themes related to outreach services in
public libraries. The identified themes, largely linked to the social responsibility of public libraries, indicate the “social
value and goodness” of these organizations within communities. It is evident that the findings of this research can
serve as a basis for designing a model for library outreach services. Furthermore, attention to this matter could lead to
planning and policymaking by public libraries to address unserved communities.
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Introduction

In parallel with societal changes, public library services have undergone significant transformations, with
librarians striving to provide appropriate services. Outreach services are among librarians’ initiatives to facili-
tate access to library services for disadvantaged communities. Deprivation has extensive dimensions and its
importance is such that it sometimes prevents individuals from attending libraries, necessitating attention to
outreach services. Iranian public librarians have gained considerable experience in outreach services and de-
livering library services to disadvantaged communities. However, despite the growth of practical experiences
-especially in recent years, there is little knowledge about outreach services in public libraries in the country and
few research has been conducted in this area. It is not clearly understood what concerns drive public libraries
outreach services in Iran. Among the unanswered questions is: What are the most important themes related to
outreach services in the public libraries? In this regard, the main objective of the present study is to identify the
themes and categories related to outreach services in the Iran’s public libraries, in order to ultimately gain an
accurate insight into library outreach services.

Method

The present study is qualitative and has been conducted using thematic analysis. The study population
consists of news items published on the website of Iran’s Public Libraries Foundation (IPLF) (available at
www.iranpl.ir), as it is assumed that important and innovative activities of public libraries are reflected on this
website. Three criteria -related to the definition of outreach services- were considered for news selection: 1) The
activity was conducted outside the library building; 2) The activity focused on a disadvantaged group of indi-
viduals, communities or areas; and 3) The services and activities mentioned in the news had been implemented,
not just promised for the future. Based on these three criteria, all news items on the IPLF website were reviewed
(from 2014 to 2022) over a six-month period. Ultimately, 37 news items met the criteria and were included in
the analysis. To identify themes, coding methods (including in vivo and descriptive coding) were used. Data
were analyzed using MAXQDA software (Version 2019).

Results

A total of 163 codes were identified in the 37 news items analyzed. As shown in Table 1, the analysis of news
published on the website of the IPLF revealed five main themes in the outreach activities of public libraries:
“social inclusion,” “creation of social capital,” “strengthening social well-being,” “promotion of reading cul-
ture” and “strengthening community values”. The themes of “social inclusion” and “creation of social capital”
were the focus of 95% and 65% of outreach service news, respectively. Additionally, the categories of “focus on
deprivation” (related to social inclusion) and “creation of social joy” (related to strengthening social well-being)
were reflected in 14% and 13% of the news items, respectively (at the highest amount). Social inclusion encom-
passes the categories of “development of social justice,” “development of access to reading resources,” “focus
on deprivations,” “universal education (empowerment)” and “community librarian”. The category “focus on
deprivation” was the most frequently mentioned topic within the social inclusion theme, appearing 24 times in
the outreach services news. Creation of social capital includes the categories of “educating informed citizens,”
“perceived social support,” “facilitating social interactions,” and “base of social trust”. Among these categories,
“perceived social support” had the highest frequency, appearing 16 times. The categories of “preventing deviant
behaviors,” “strengthening mental health,” and “creating social joy” are categories of social well-being, and the
category “creating social joy” had the highest frequency, appearing 21 times in the news. Strengthening com-
munity values contains “cultural values” and “religious values,” with the highest frequency (12 occurrences)
related to the category of “religious values”. The theme of promoting reading culture includes the categories of
“increasing per capita reading”, “filling leisure time” and “introduction of library services,” with the category
“filling leisure time” having the highest frequency, appearing 4 times.
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Conclusions

The social inclusion is the heart of public libraries’ outreach services. This crucial concept was identified as
the central theme in most outreach activities of the public libraries in the analyzed news. Social inclusion focus-
es on the concept of ““all” and is contrasted with deprivation. This study revealed that public libraries, sometimes
referred to as symbols of social justice in literature, are practically linked to the concepts of developing social
justice and focusing on deprivations. These two concepts are among the most important categories related to the
social inclusion. In other words, the primary concern and main objective of the Iranian public librarians in dis-
seminating outreach activities to disadvantaged areas and communities is to expand social inclusion and strive
to eliminate deprivations that prevent individuals from attending libraries. However, what remains ambiguous
and is beyond the scope of this study is the types of deprivations that have been the main target of librarians’ out-
reach services. Creating access to reading resources and universal education -as other two categories of social
inclusion- are linked to the concept of lifelong learning. Iranian public libraries aim to expand social inclusion
by compensating for the lack of learning and educational conditions resulting from deprivation. Book delivery
is one of the main activities in creating access to reading resources. Also, community librarian plays a crucial
and undeniable role in this context. Although there are various definitions for the concept of the community
librarian in the literature, a community librarian is an outreach librarian who engages in outreach activities
with voluntary motivation and spirit. It is noteworthy that this category was identified while outreach activities
are not mandatory for librarians, except for mobile library librarians, highlighting the importance of volunteer
librarians’ role and presence. Social capital refers to the mutual trust and support between public libraries and
their target communities, created through the development of interactions. The news clearly showed that pub-
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lic libraries have been able to support disadvantaged communities and serve as a base for social trust. During
recent nationwide flood and earthquake crises, many individuals channeled their financial and non-financial
aid to disadvantaged communities through public libraries. Efforts to promote social well-being and improve
the quality of life were among other themes extracted from the analyzed news. Creating social joy is one of
the most important categories related to this theme. Public libraries aim to boost the morale of disadvantaged
and vulnerable communities by offering programs such as storytelling therapy, bibliotherapy and play therapy
-especially for children- to help these individuals momentarily escape from their pains, concerns and problems.
These efforts were particularly evident during flood and earthquake crises. Given this important finding, it
seems necessary for public librarians to increase their training and learning on storytelling and bibliotherapy
principles and techniques. At the same time, every community is linked to a set of beliefs, cultures and values,
and the lack of awareness about these can lead to failure in providing appropriate services. Strengthening social
values helps preserve cultural and religious heritage, enhances user-friendliness and user-centricity of services
and leads to purposeful direction in designing outreach services. According to the analyzed news, strengthen-
ing and preserving religious values has been the focus of a significant portion of the public libraries’ outreach
services, with the “Razavi Book Reading Festival” being the largest event in this area. Although promoting
reading culture is the core of all library outreach activities, it has been specifically emphasized in some news
items. Productively filling leisure time has been one of the most emphasized aspects, covering a wide range
of audiences from housewives to children. This study is among the first to examine the themes and categories
related to outreach services in Iranian public libraries. The identified themes, which are primarily linked to the
social role and responsibility of public libraries, demonstrate the “social value and goodness” of these organiza-
tions in communities. Evidently, the findings of this research can serve as a foundation for designing a model of
outreach services for public libraries. Furthermore, attention to this important matter can lead to planning and
policy-making for public libraries in addressing disadvantaged communities.
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