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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to identify and analyze the role of public libraries in the

Article Info preservation of indigenous knowledge based on international scholarly literature.
Methods: This applied qualitative research employed the meta-synthesis method. A
) systematic search was conducted in databases including Scopus, Web of Science, and
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Google Scholar search engine. Inclusion criteria were English-language studies
published between 2005 and 2022 that addressed the role of public libraries in
preserving indigenous knowledge. Non-relevant articles, conference proceedings,
books, and non-English sources were excluded. After duplicate removal and initial
screening based on titles, abstracts, and keywords, 20 full-text documents were
reviewed, of which 10 studies (articles and theses) were selected. Data analysis using
MaxQDA involved open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in 394 open codes, 15
concepts, and 5 core categories. Validity was assessed using a critical appraisal tool
with ten qualitative criteria, and reliability was confirmed through inter-coder
agreement, with 90% of codes validated by a second coder.

Results: Public libraries perform five key roles in preserving indigenous knowledge:

enhancing community well-being through knowledge dissemination; conducting
internal tasks such as documentation and classification; engaging with indigenous
communities to foster trust; collaborating with cultural and educational institutions;
and addressing barriers such as digital divides and limited resources.

Conclusions:. The study offers a conceptual framework demonstrating how public

libraries can preserve indigenous knowledge through documentation, targeted
engagement, and institutional collaboration. This model serves as a practical guide for
information professionals, library managers, cultural planners, and policymakers, and
may also empower indigenous communities by increasing awareness and participation in
knowledge preservation.

Introduction

Indigenous knowledge, as a cornerstone of intangible cultural heritage, is the product of centuries of interaction
between local populations and their environment, including nature, agriculture, belief systems, and social
structures. This form of knowledge, often passed down informally and orally, holds scientific, cultural,
environmental, and economic value. It plays a vital role in sustainable development, resource conservation, food
security, crisis resilience, and the cultural cohesion of local communities.

However, due to modern processes such as globalization, urbanization, the neglect of local cultures,
migration, and the absence of structured documentation systems, this knowledge is increasingly at risk of being
forgotten or lost. In this context, public libraries, as accessible and community-driven cultural institutions,
possess considerable potential to preserve, document, transmit, and disseminate indigenous knowledge. These
institutions can play a meaningful role in the sustainability of indigenous knowledge by offering locally-oriented
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information services, hiring indigenous staff, collaborating with local communities and relevant institutions, and
developing targeted policies.

Despite the considerable capacity of public libraries in Iran, few studies have systematically analyzed their
role or provided practical models for their effective use in preserving indigenous knowledge. Therefore, this
study seeks to identify the role of public libraries in safeguarding indigenous knowledge through a systematic
review of international literature using the meta-synthesis method. The aim is to propose a strategic model that
facilitates the effective utilization of Iranian public libraries for this cultural purpose.

Methods

This study adopts a qualitative approach based on the meta-synthesis method, aiming to identify and explain
the role of public libraries in the preservation of indigenous knowledge. The research was designed following the
seven-step framework proposed by Sandelowski and Barroso (2007), which includes: formulating the research
question, conducting a systematic review, selecting relevant studies, extracting data, analyzing and synthesizing
findings, performing quality control, and reporting results.

LEINT3 EEINT3

In the first step, the research question was developed using the parameters of “what,” “who,” “when,” and
“how.” A systematic literature search was then conducted in international databases including Scopus, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar search engine. Persian-language databases were excluded due to the limited
number of relevant sources and the study’s focus on international literature.

The inclusion criteria consisted of English-language sources published between 2005 and 2022 that focused
on public libraries in the context of indigenous knowledge. Excluded documents included unrelated articles,
conference papers, books, and non-English sources. Using relevant keywords and logical search combinations, a
comprehensive search was conducted. Articles were first screened based on titles, abstracts, and keywords, and
then reviewed in full. A total of 10 sources—including journal articles and theses—were selected for final
analysis.

Information extracted from these sources included research methods, data collection tools, target populations,
and study contexts. Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software in three stages: open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding. This process resulted in the identification of 394 open codes, 15 concepts, and 5
main categories. For quality control, a critical appraisal tool was used to assess the validity of the selected
studies, and inter-coder reliability was measured, with a 90% agreement rate confirming the credibility of the
findings.

Results

Using the meta-synthesis method, the study identified the role of public libraries in preserving indigenous
knowledge classified in five main categories, 15 concepts, and 394 open codes. These categories—sustainable
community development, internal organizational activities, engagement with indigenous populations, external
collaborations, and preservation challenges—highlight the multidimensional functions of public libraries in this
domain.

1. Sustainable Community Development

This category is divided into two concepts: indigenous communities and non-indigenous communities. In
indigenous contexts, libraries contribute to raising awareness, safeguarding cultural rights, and improving social
welfare through the dissemination of local knowledge. In non-indigenous contexts, libraries support scientific,
economic, cultural, and social development by leveraging the capacities of indigenous knowledge.

2. Internal Organizational Activities

Public libraries play an important role in preserving and transmitting indigenous knowledge through general
and specialized services such as documentation, cataloging, preservation, and dissemination. They also
contribute through the development of targeted policies, the employment of trained indigenous staff, and the
provision of appropriate infrastructures. These internal efforts ensure systematic preservation and accessibility.

3. Engagement with Indigenous Populations

This category emphasizes the importance of active participation, intergenerational knowledge transfer,
promotion of indigenous culture, and enhancement of information and educational literacy among indigenous
communities. Key strategies include the protection of intellectual property rights, information literacy education,
literacy programs, and the provision of cultural and social services.
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4. External Organizational Collaborations

This category involves the collaboration of public libraries with a wide range of organizations, including
cultural heritage institutions, educational entities, media outlets, and research centers. These collaborations
strengthen the network capacity of libraries and promote institutional synergy for the preservation of indigenous
knowledge.

5. Preservation Challenges

This category encompasses three dimensions: community-level, societal-level, and organizational-level
challenges. Key issues include information gaps, inadequate infrastructure, limited budgets, lack of effective
policies, and shortages of specialized personnel. These challenges present significant barriers to the effective role
of libraries in this field.

Conclusions

This study systematically explored the role of public libraries in preserving indigenous knowledge through a
meta-synthesis of credible studies. The findings indicate that public libraries can play a vital role in this domain
across five key dimensions: sustainable community development, internal organizational activities, engagement
with indigenous populations, external collaborations, and addressing preservation challenges.

From a sustainable development perspective, public libraries can enhance the social and economic well-being
of both indigenous and non-indigenous communities by empowering local populations, improving literacy,
promoting local knowledge, and strengthening cultural identity. They also support job skills training, local
production, and civic participation, contributing to holistic community development.

At the internal organizational level, the presence of supportive policies, the recruitment of indigenous
librarians, the provision of culturally relevant information resources, and the development of technological
infrastructure are highlighted as prerequisites for successful preservation. Hiring local staff who are familiar with
the language and culture of the community is crucial for effective trust-building and documentation of
indigenous knowledge. In addition, strengthening digital infrastructures, developing localized content, and
establishing community research centers within libraries are essential steps.

Engagement with indigenous communities emerged as the most critical social dimension of the study.
Libraries must build trust, raise awareness about the value of indigenous knowledge, organize cultural events,
document oral histories, and develop intellectual property guidelines. Active participation of indigenous
individuals in the documentation process was identified as a key success factor.

In terms of external collaboration, the study emphasizes the need for synergy with organizations such as
cultural heritage departments, universities, schools, agricultural institutions, local NGOs, and the media. These
partnerships can support the development of regional digital archives, facilitate cultural workshops, and secure
funding and other resources.

Regarding the challenges, the study identifies issues at three levels:

1. Community-level challenges (e.g., illiteracy, fear of knowledge exposure, cultural taboos)

2. Societal-level challenges (e.g., globalization, generational divides, changing lifestyles)

3. Organizational-level challenges (e.g., lack of funding, weak policies, insufficient expert staff)

These challenges require strategic interventions and the development of both scientific and operational
structures.

Ultimately, the study presents a comprehensive model for explaining the role of public libraries in preserving
indigenous knowledge. This model can serve as a reference for policy-making, curriculum revision in library and
information science programs, and the design of specialized training for librarians. Its application in rural
libraries can enhance their cultural, social, and economic relevance.

Nonetheless, the study has certain limitations. It primarily relies on English-language sources and lacks field
data from lIranian public libraries, which may limit the generalizability of its findings in local contexts.
Therefore, future research should incorporate field studies within Iranian libraries, with the direct participation of
librarians and indigenous communities.

The study's practical recommendations include targeted recruitment of indigenous staff, curriculum revision,
allocation of dedicated budgets for preservation projects, development of inter-agency agreements, and
organization of indigenous knowledge workshops. When combined with an intersectoral and participatory
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approach, these measures can help establish a lasting and meaningful role for public libraries in safeguarding
indigenous knowledge.
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