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Abstract 

 

Public libraries improve the quality of life in communities and are centers that offer financial and social benefits 

for community development. This study aims to describe how people perceive public libraries and how the 

characteristics of libraries and the people in a community influence library use. Data is collected from purposive 

samples of thirteen librarians, eighteen users and twenty-seven non-users in Mandalay through in-depth interviews 

and participant observation at libraries.  

The information that different types of users need is determined by their respective personal profiles. The 

majority of non-users rely on the Internet, newspapers, radio and TV to fulfill their information needs. These 

resources provide fast and easy access to rich data sources. Whereas library users seek information from both 

libraries and the resources listed above, they seek information from printed books more frequently than the 

Internet or social media because data from printed books is more reliable than data online sources. However, there 

is a group of non-users who are unwilling to seek information from any of these sources. 

The study finds that those users and non-users who are elderly, female, married and middle-aged workers 

have the greatest difficult in accessing libraries compared to others. In addition, people have difficulty accessing 

libraries because they struggle to make a living and do not read as a hobby. The study also finds that library use 

correlates with the location of the library and how well-known it is. Library activities and the presence of Wi-Fi 

attract more people. Moreover, technology and entertainment have a high impact on the use of libraries. Finally, 

users perceive they gain social, financial, physical, mental and cognitive benefits by using libraries at the 

individual , community and country levels. 
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1. Rationale 

 

The presence of public libraries improves the quality of life within communities
1
. Specifically, people can get 

financial and social benefits by using public libraries. First, users can save on the cost of purchasing printed and 

non-printed materials themselves by borrowing these materials from public libraries
2
. Public libraries provide 

social benefits through story time programs, leisure activities, and recreational activities that offer a way for 

people to socialize with each other according to their interests. 

However, the location of libraries and the quality of the information and services they provide may impact 

public use
3
. According to the Myanmar Library Survey, non-users indicated that they did not go to public libraries 

because of limited and outdated books, lack of varied books and journals, and the late arrival of newspapers. 

Furthermore, some barriers to library usage were a lack of systemic coordination and management, poor librarian 

training, fear of losing books, and the absence of a registration system
4
.  

There are four types of libraries: national libraries, university and academic libraries, public libraries, and 

specialized libraries
5
. Hence, public libraries mean a library which is around people living area. In that case, it can 

be government public libraries. It can be funded mainly by community, private donor, a monastery or church and 

NGO
6
.  

According to the Myanmar Library Survey, public libraries are a knowledge bank or information hub where 

people may gain knowledge and information and distinguish good from bad things
7
. Public libraries serve as 

community centers to hold meetings and discuss issues related to community development. In addition, people 

gain moral values, improve their thinking skills and behave better thanks to reading. Different from the Myanmar 

Library Survey, this study conducted in-depth interviews in different locations and analyzed the results using 

qualitative methods. In addition, this study included both registered and unregistered public libraries with the 

Information and Public Relations Department (IPRD), whereas Myanmar Library Survey limited its focus to those 

that were registered. 

 

 

2. Purpose 

 

The main purpose of this study is to describe public perceptions of libraries and examine how the characteristics 

of both libraries and people in the community shape library use. This study identifies four questions which are: 
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• How do the characteristics of libraries affect library use? 

• How do the characteristics of people in a community affect library use?  

• How do people seek information in their daily lives? 

• What are the public perceptions of library use in Mandalay? 

 

 

3. Theories Reference  

 

To understand the factors that influence public perception and use of libraries, Wilson’s information seeking 

behavior, 1999 model is used. The model explains information needs, information solutions to problems and 

information sources
8
. Wilson’s article states that someone is driven to seek information because he or she needs to 

know something
9
. Hence, people need information for various reasons and purposes in their daily lives. They use 

various channels to seek information like the Internet, TV, radio, books or newspapers.  

The pursuit of necessary information may be impeded by barriers stemming from personal characteristics 

(educational and demographic), social and interpersonal characteristics, environmental characteristics, 

economic characteristics and source characteristics. In term of education, highly knowledgeable or educated 

people may feel less need for information and be able to seek information more easily than others. In addition, 

demographic variables such as age, sex, leisure activities and other factors also determine people’s information 

seeking behavior stages
10

.  

Social or interpersonal problems directly affect information seeking. As users have to deal with librarians 

and library staff, their relationships are important factors that influence information seeking behavior. The 

environmental variables of time and geography also determine information seeking behavior .Access to 

information may be limited by the available time that people have as well as the location or geography of the 

information. Economic barriers may limit the ability of information users to visit libraries during working hours if 

it requires a personal financial sacrifice
11

.  

Easy access, reliable and accurate data as well convenient channels are essential information source 

characteristics for information seekers. Finally, if the source of information is available and accessible to fill the 

demands of information needs, information users are satisfied and use the information
12

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
8
 Thomas D. Wilson. "Human information behavior." Informing science 3, no. 2 (2000): 49-56. 

9
 Thomas D. Wilson. "Information behaviour: an interdisciplinary perspective." Information processing & management 33, no. 

4 (1997): 551-572. 
10

 Wilson. "Information behaviour: an interdisciplinary perspective.", 551-572. 
11

 Ibid. 
12

 Ibid. 



Working Paper 
 

4 

     

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Methodology  

 

This study describes characteristics of people and libraries that influence the use and public perceptions of 

libraries through the information seeking behavior model. Data collection and transcription was conducted 

between January and March 2018 using a purposive sampling method. This explanatory, qualitative research 

method utilized open-ended in-depth interviews and participant observations at libraries. Participant observations 

were done to understand the perception of libraries by users and librarians. The study units of analysis are 

individuals(users and non-users) and organizations(public libraries in Mandalay). 
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Table 1. Selected Public Libraries in Mandalay 

 

No. Type of Library 
Actual Total No. 

of Libraries 

No. of Librar-

ies Surveyed 

1. Township public libraries run by IPRD or the government 7 3 

2. 
Public libraries with more than1000 books supported by commu-

nities or organizations, but not the government 
24 9 

3. 
Public libraries and ward libraries with less than1000 books sup-

ported by community or organization, but not by government 
13 1 

Total no. of actual and surveyed libraries in Mandalay 44 13 

 

A preliminary survey was conducted prior to the beginning of data collection to ascertain the total number 

and locations of libraries in Mandalay. Following the survey, libraries were selected randomly among five 

townships in Mandalay. Although we initially selected twenty libraries to survey, we were only able to survey 

thirteen libraries. This was because of time limits and because some of them did not meet the criteria for libraries 

for the study.  

Four libraries were excluded for not meeting the criteria to be considered public libraries. Two of these 

consisted of just one or two small shelves with books located in front of grocery stores or clothes shops. One 

library was accessible to students but not the public. Finally, one library was open and running during the 

preliminary survey. But, it closed before an in-depth interview could be conducted and the space was converted 

into a clinic. 

 

 

Table 2. Recruitment Process for Key Informants and Informants 

 

No 
Sample 

Population 
Inclusion Criteria 

Sampling 

Method 

Number of Participants and 

Number of Times Visited 

1 

Key 

informants 

(users) 

- Visit at least twice per month and know 

about library’s resources and activities 

- Are involved in some activities at the li-

brary 

Purposive 

sampling 
18 informants and one visit 

2 

Key 

informants 

(non-users) 

-Have used the library’s services for less 

than three years; but used school library or 

book corner or public libraries before 

Purposive 

sampling 

(and snow 

ball for 5 

non-users) 

27 informants and one visit 

3 Informants 

- More than six months of job experience 

-Strong knowledge of the structure, function 

and operations of libraries 

Purposive 

sampling 
13 informants and one visit 

 

 


