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Abstract

Objective: The purpose of this research is to investigate the role of rural public libraries in empowering farmers
from librarians’ viewpoints.

Method: This is an applied research that was conducted with a qualitative approach using thematic analysis
method. The research population included the librarians of rural public libraries under the General Directorate of Pub-
lic Libraries of South Khorasan, Iran. In this research, non-probability (non-random) sampling and snowball sampling
were used and a total of 17 librarians were interviewed.

Findings: Public library role-playing in empowering farmers was grouped into two categories: information (ed-
ucational-consultative and promotional) and service (book delivery and assistance). The findings indicated that the
programs of rural public libraries in this field were more of the “educational-consultative” type, among which agricul-
tural workshops were more numerous. Obstacles to using public libraries to empower this group were also categorized
into two structural (library and agricultural) and individual (demographic and cultural) categories, and library-related
obstacles were more frequent than other obstacles. Regarding the obstacles related to agriculture, the interviewees
mentioned more about “lack of belief in modern agriculture”. In the sub-category of demographic obstacles, illiteracy
or low level of literacy of farmers and their old ages were also mentioned.

Conclusion: The libraries should do the necessary planning to play a role in empowering farmers. Of course, there
are basic obstacles in this field that require serious attention from public libraries. In order to realize this issue, it is
necessary to have proper interactions between rural public libraries and custodian institutions in this field.
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Introduction

Information is one of the fundamental factors in achieving sustainable development. In rural areas, one of
the ways to achieve sustainable development should be sought in information development (Wu, 2012), because,
without a doubt, farmers need reliable agricultural information to optimally use their agricultural lands (Rahman,
Ara & Khan, 2020). Therefore, it seems that empowering farmers is of particular importance today. Public libraries
are considered one of the important factors in empowering different segments of society and can play a significant
role in economic and social development. They provide a range of changing cultural resources to society and have
become a social and cultural institution (Lal-Jawahar, 2018). This means that public libraries, by helping to provide
lifelong learning opportunities, put the people of the society under their protection and, as a result, are considered a
suitable tool for empowering society. So far, the issue of farmers’ empowerment by public libraries has not been in-
dependently studied. Most of the research conducted in this field, both domestically and internationally, has mainly
focused on issues related to providing information to farmers, their information needs, and their information-
seeking behaviors. Therefore, it is essential that public libraries, which are responsible for raising awareness and
empowering all segments of society, also provide general and special services in rural areas to empower farmers.
However, they ways in which public libraries can play a role in empowering this segment needs to be examined.

Methods

This is an applied research that was conducted with a qualitative approach using the thematic analysis method.
The research population included rural public library librarians under the supervision of the General Directorate of
Public Libraries of South Khorasan Province in the Spring of 2023 and at the time of the research, their number was
29 librarians. In this research, a non-probability (non-random) sampling approach and snowball sampling type were
used. Therefore, first, one person from each gender who was interested in participating in the interview was selected
and interviewed and then they were asked to introduce another librarian who had experience in providing services
to farmers. In this way, the selection of subjects continued until data saturation was reached and a total of 17 people
were interviewed. The interview method used was semi-structured. To assess the validity of the data collection
tool, a semi-structured interview guide was provided to several professors and experts in the field of knowledge
and information science. The “individual review by members” method was also used to ensure the quality of the
research. In this study, MAXQDA software, version 2020, was used to increase the speed and accuracy of all open
and axial coding stages and category analysis.

Findings

Eight participants were male and nine were female. In terms of education level, 13 librarians had a bachelor’s
degree and 4 had a master’s degree. The ways in which public libraries play a role in empowering farmers were
grouped into two categories: information (educational-consultative and promotional) and service (book delivery
and assistance). The findings indicated that the programs of rural public libraries in this field were more of the
“educational-consultative” type, among which agricultural workshops were more numerous. In the promotion sub-
category of “holding special programs” and “book introduction” it was mentioned by the interviewees that the
introduction of the book had a higher frequency and was mainly done in the places of village gatherings. The main
category “service” had two subcategories “book delivery” and “assistance”. According to the findings of the re-
search, the services of public libraries to empower farmers were more than the type of book delivery and this group
of libraries have tried to deliver their resources to farmers in different ways such as sending resources through their
spouses or children or by the librarian himself. Obstacles to using public libraries to empower this group were also
categorized into two categories: structural (library and agricultural) and individual (demographic and cultural). Li-
brary obstacles were more frequent than other obstacles. Between the library obstacles, the lack of resources in this
field had allocated more primary codes. The findings of the research also showed that although holding educational
workshops can be one of the effective actions of rural public libraries in this field, the lack of experienced instruc-
tors in this field seems to be a big obstacle. Regarding the obstacles related to agriculture, the interviewees men-
tioned “lack of belief in modern agriculture” and “lack of feeling of need to train by farmers”. In the sub-category of
demographic obstacles, illiteracy or low-literacy of farmers and their old ages were also mentioned. In the category
of cultural obstacles, the respondents mentioned things like “lack of belief in education”, “lack of familiarity with
the library”, “lack of interest in studying” and “lack of opportunity to study”. The table below presents the main and
subcategories, as well as the primary codes for each category.

Tablel. Main categories and subcategories and their primary codes

Main category Subcategories Initial codes Frequency of codes
Educational- IHolding consultation meetings 2
consultative (16)  [Holding legal training workshops 2

—_

[Holding technical training workshops
IHolding agricultural training workshops

Information (24)

—_
—_

Holding special events

Promotion (8 - -
® Book introduction

Assistance (2) IProviding technological services

IMarketing of agricultural products

. Sending resources through children
Service (14)

Sending resources through spouse

Book delivery (12) Book delivery to one’s doorstep

aking agricultural information resources

A= = [~

ccessible




Resources not being up to date
Library (20) Lack of planning by the library

Lack of access to workshop instructors
Unusable resources

Structural obstacles (31) Lack of
ack of resources

Experimental agriculture
Agriculture (11) Lack of awareness of farmers’ needs

Lack of belief in modern agriculture
Demographic (11)  [Being illiterate

Low-literacy

Old age

Individual obstacles (22) Lack of belief in education

lack of familiarity with the library
Lack of interest in studying

Lack of opportunity to study

Cultural (11)

WNn|u[—|la|—=[r|la|N|w o|—|w|w|s

Conclusions

The results of the study showed that public libraries can play a role in empowering farmers through information
and service programs. Of course, the role of libraries in this field faces serious obstacles. In general, considering
that agricultural development is one of the components of economic development today and can play an effective
role in creating employment in society and increasing national production, it is recommended that public libraries
in rural areas make the necessary plans for empowering farmers because failure to pay attention to this issue will
lead to the waste of valuable natural resources in the country. The water resources crisis in recent years has also
increased the importance of paying attention to this issue. In this context, simply providing agricultural informa-
tion resources will not be the solution. Rather, it is necessary for this group of libraries to provide the necessary
platform for maximum utilization of these resources by providing appropriate services and holding side programs
so that they can play their role in the economic development of rural areas and, consequently, the development of
the national economy by creating change in this area. This will undoubtedly have an impact on improving the status
of libraries at the community level. In addition, considering the current literacy level of farmers, it seems that hold-
ing training and consulting courses is one of the best measures in this regard. To achieve this, it is suggested that
these workshops be planned by rural public libraries in coordination and participation of the responsible agencies
in this field. In this case, public libraries will probably be able to play their role well as social education centers to
empower farmers in villages.
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