LEVERAGING LIBRARY SERVICES TO PROMOTE GENDER EQUALITY: STRATEGIES AND IMPACTS

By
ENEASATO OZIOMA . E.

Nnamdi Azikiwe Library , University of Nigeria , Nsukka

ozioma.eneasato@unn.edu.ng
OBASI JUDITH ADA

Nnamdi Azikiwe Library , University of Nigeria , Nsukka

judith.obasi@unn.edu.ng
 &
EZUGWU CLETUS O.

Nnamdi Azikiwe Library , University of Nigeria , Nsukka

cletus.ezugwu@unn.edu.ng
Abstract

The  study aims to assess how libraries can contribute to achieving gender equality by addressing the specific needs of women and girls, fostering social inclusion, and empowering marginalized populations. The findings reveal that libraries have a significant impact on gender equality by providing women and girls with access to educational resources, digital literacy training, vocational skills, and information on women's rights. However, challenges such as underfunding, gender biases, and limited outreach to marginalized groups hinder the full potential of libraries. Libraries that have implemented gender-sensitive policies, mobile library services, and community-based programs have seen increased engagement from women and girls, leading to improved educational outcomes, economic empowerment, and enhanced leadership skills.. The study concludes that libraries are essential to advancing gender equality in Nigeria and that strategic investment and inclusive programming are key to unlocking their full potential as agents of social change.
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Introduction

Gender equality is a fundamental human right and a prerequisite for achieving sustainable development. Despite global advancements, Nigeria continues to grapple with entrenched gender disparities in education, employment, and political participation. These inequalities hinder women's contributions to national development and perpetuate cycles of poverty and exclusion. Libraries, as repositories of knowledge and hubs for community engagement, offer unique opportunities to bridge these gaps and promote gender equality.

Libraries are more than mere storehouses for books; they serve as dynamic spaces for education, information access, and skill development. *Murtala & Hassan (2020)* stated that the library  potential to promote gender equality lies in their ability to reach diverse populations, particularly marginalized women and girls, and provide access to resources that can challenge societal norms and empower individuals. For instance, libraries can host gender-focused programs, provide access to materials that advocate for women's rights, and serve as safe spaces for learning and dialogue. Research indicates that equitable access to library services can significantly enhance literacy rates and critical thinking skills among women and girls, thus enabling their full participation in societal development (International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, 2019).

In the Nigerian context, leveraging library services to promote gender equality requires a multifaceted approach. This includes addressing gender biases in library collections, developing targeted outreach programs, and training librarians to recognize and counteract gender stereotypes. Libraries can also collaborate with civil society organizations, government agencies, and schools to create comprehensive gender-focused initiatives. Studies from other developing countries show that such collaborations can amplify the impact of library services on gender equality outcomes (Chisita & Chiparausha, 2020).

This study explores strategies for leveraging library services to promote gender equality in Nigeria, focusing on their impacts on education, empowerment, and societal change. By highlighting best practices and identifying areas for improvement, it aims to contribute to the discourse on libraries as agents of social transformation. The findings underscore the need for policy reforms and increased investment in library services to achieve gender-inclusive development in Nigeria.

Libraries as Tools for Social Transformation

Libraries are more than repositories of books and information; they are pivotal institutions for fostering social transformation. As hubs for learning, creativity, and innovation, libraries provide communities with access to knowledge, resources, and opportunities that drive positive social change. Through their capacity to democratize information, promote literacy, and empower marginalized populations, libraries play an indispensable role in addressing societal challenges and fostering inclusive development.

One of the primary ways libraries contribute to social transformation is by bridging the knowledge gap. In many developing countries, including Nigeria, access to quality education and information is often limited by economic disparities, geographic isolation, or socio-cultural barriers. Libraries provide equitable access to resources such as books, digital tools, and educational programs, thereby fostering lifelong learning. For instance, public libraries in urban and rural Nigeria offer resources for students, job seekers, and entrepreneurs, enabling them to acquire skills and improve their socioeconomic status (Aina, 2017).

Libraries also serve as platforms for civic engagement and community building. By hosting workshops, seminars, and cultural events, libraries create safe spaces for dialogue on critical social issues such as gender equality, health, and environmental sustainability. These initiatives not only inform but also empower individuals to advocate for change in their communities. For example, community libraries in northern Nigeria have been instrumental in educating women and girls about their rights, contributing to efforts to reduce early marriages and gender-based violence (IFLA, 2019).

Another transformative role of libraries lies in their support for technological and digital inclusion. As the world becomes increasingly digital, libraries help bridge the digital divide by providing access to computers, the internet, and digital literacy programs. This is particularly significant in Nigeria, where many communities lack reliable internet infrastructure. By equipping users with digital skills, libraries enable them to participate in the global knowledge economy, fostering innovation and economic growth (Ugwuanyi et al., 2020).

Furthermore, libraries contribute to preserving cultural heritage and promoting social cohesion. By curating and sharing local histories, traditions, and languages, libraries strengthen cultural identity and promote mutual understanding in diverse societies. In Nigeria, libraries have played a role in documenting the rich tapestry of the country's ethnic groups, creating a sense of shared heritage that transcends tribal divides.

To fully harness the transformative potential of libraries, there is a need for greater investment in library infrastructure, training for library personnel, and policies that prioritize library development as a tool for national growth. By aligning library services with broader developmental goals, such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), libraries can be positioned as catalysts for sustainable and inclusive social transformation.

Strategies for Leveraging Library Services to Promote Gender Equality

Libraries are uniquely positioned to advance gender equality by providing inclusive access to information, fostering lifelong learning, and empowering marginalized populations. In Nigeria, where gender disparities are prevalent in education, economic participation, and leadership, libraries can serve as catalysts for change. To achieve this, targeted strategies must be implemented to address systemic barriers and ensure that library services meet the needs of both men and women equitably.

Promoting Gender-Inclusive Literacy Programs: Libraries can create programs that specifically target women and girls, particularly in communities with low female literacy rates. These programs should focus on foundational literacy skills for women and girls excluded from formal education. It should integrate vocational and digital skills training to enhance employability and economic independence. It should also partner with schools and NGOs to provide after-school learning opportunities tailored to girls’ needs. For instance, community libraries in northern Nigeria have successfully implemented reading clubs for adolescent girls, creating safe spaces for learning and personal development (Aina, 2017).

Gender-Sensitive Collection Development: Library collections should be inclusive and reflective of diverse gender perspectives. This includes acquiring materials that address women's rights, health, entrepreneurship, and leadership. Also, providing resources on gender equality for educators, policymakers, and community leaders and ensuring access to books and multimedia in local languages to reach marginalized populations. Furthermore, equipping libraries with gender-specific materials fosters awareness and education on critical issues, contributing to societal shifts in attitudes toward gender roles (IFLA, 2019).

Creating Safe and Inclusive Library Spaces: Many women face cultural or logistical barriers that discourage them from using public spaces. Libraries should address these barriers by designing gender-friendly spaces that accommodate childcare needs, such as play areas for children. Also, by offering women-only hours or sections to encourage comfort and security and training library staff to be sensitive to gender issues and to promote an inclusive environment. Furthermore, providing such safe spaces empowers women to access resources without fear of judgment or harassment (UNESCO, 2019).

Leveraging Technology to Bridge the Gender Gap: Digital tools can play a transformative role in addressing the gender digital divide. Libraries should provide free or subsidized access to the internet and digital devices. It should also offer digital literacy training specifically tailored for women, enabling them to use technology for education, entrepreneurship, and advocacy and develop online platforms where women can access gender-sensitive resources and connect with support networks.For example, some libraries in Lagos have introduced digital literacy workshops for market women, equipping them with skills to expand their businesses online (Ugwuanyi et al., 2020).

Advocacy and Community Engagement: Libraries can lead community-driven initiatives to challenge gender stereotypes and promote equality by hosting events such as seminars, debates, and exhibitions focused on gender equality and also collaborating with local organizations, schools, and religious groups to create awareness campaigns. It is also necessary to engage in empowering women leaders to share their stories and mentor younger women through library-hosted programs. Engaging the community helps to challenge cultural norms and build a collective commitment to gender equality (Chisita & Chiparausha, 2020).

Policy Support and Partnerships: Libraries can collaborate with government agencies, NGOs, and international organizations to strengthen their impact. This includes advocating for funding and policies that prioritize library services in underserved areas. Also, participating in gender-focused initiatives like the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 5) and partnering with organizations to expand outreach and enhance the quality of services. Partnerships amplify the reach and effectiveness of libraries in addressing gender disparities (World Bank, 2020).

Libraries can move beyond traditional roles to become dynamic agents of social transformation. In promoting gender equality, libraries not only empower individuals but also contribute to broader societal progress, fostering sustainable development in Nigeria and beyond.

Impacts of Library Services on Gender Equality

Libraries have a profound impact on gender equality by providing access to information, fostering education, and empowering marginalized groups. Through targeted programs and inclusive resources, libraries challenge societal norms, reduce gender disparities, and enable individuals—particularly women and girls—to realize their full potential. These impacts are particularly significant in contexts like Nigeria, where structural inequalities hinder gender equity.

Improved Educational Outcomes for Women and Girls: Libraries play a crucial role in enhancing educational opportunities for women and girls by providing resources such as books, study materials, and access to digital learning platforms. Many girls in underserved communities rely on libraries to supplement their education, especially in regions where schools are underfunded or inaccessible. In Nigeria, initiatives like the READ Project have established community libraries in rural areas, enabling girls to access learning materials and improve literacy rates. Studies indicate that girls who utilize library services show better academic performance and are more likely to complete their education compared to those without access (Aina, 2017).

Economic Empowerment Through Skills Development: Libraries contribute to economic empowerment by offering vocational training and access to entrepreneurial resources. Women who access these services gain skills in areas such as digital literacy, financial management, and small business development, allowing them to participate in the workforce or start their own businesses. For example, public libraries in Lagos have implemented workshops for market women, teaching them how to use mobile payment systems and manage online sales, thereby boosting their economic independence (Ugwuanyi et al., 2020).

Increased Awareness of Rights and Opportunities: Libraries serve as platforms for disseminating information on women’s rights, health, and legal frameworks. By providing access to materials and hosting awareness campaigns, libraries empower women to make informed decisions about their lives. In Nigeria, libraries have partnered with NGOs to distribute materials on reproductive health, domestic violence, and legal aid, contributing to increased awareness and advocacy among women (IFLA, 2019). Access to such information has been linked to a decrease in harmful practices like child marriage and gender-based violence.

Fostering Leadership and Civic Engagement: Libraries promote gender equality by nurturing leadership skills and encouraging women to participate in civic activities. Programs such as public speaking workshops, leadership training, and debate clubs hosted by libraries empower women and girls to take on leadership roles in their communities. In northern Nigeria, community libraries have been instrumental in providing women with platforms to discuss local issues and advocate for policy changes, fostering a culture of civic engagement and representation (Chisita & Chiparausha, 2020).

Challenging Gender Stereotypes: Through inclusive programming and diverse collections, libraries challenge traditional gender roles and promote gender equality as a societal value. By curating stories of successful women and hosting events that celebrate female achievements, libraries contribute to reshaping societal perceptions of gender roles. For instance, storytelling sessions featuring biographies of prominent women leaders have been used in Nigerian libraries to inspire young girls and change societal attitudes toward women’s capabilities (UNESCO, 2019).

Reducing the Digital Gender Divide: Libraries address the digital gender divide by providing access to technology and digital literacy training. This reduces barriers that often exclude women from participating in the digital economy and accessing online education or information. Programs such as the National Digital Library Project in Nigeria have targeted women and girls, offering computer literacy courses and internet access, enabling them to engage in the global digital landscape (World Bank, 2020).

  Challenges in Implementing Gender Equality in Library Services:
The mission of libraries, as inclusive establishments, is to advance equity and universal access to information. It is however imperative to note that this assignment is not without a hitch, societal norms, institutional practices, and structural disparities all play a role in  complicating the process of implementing gender equality within library services. The challenges confronting librarians in attaining gender equality in library services are examined in this study under the following sub headings

• Resistance and sociocultural difficulties in some communities
Gender issues is a socially learnt roles, behaviours, activities, and characteristics that are seen suitable for men and women in a particular community, Male and female characteristics are defined by gender. Some societies deprive the feminine gender of some rights which the masculine enjoy, In the words of Izah (2021) A person is required by society to act in specific ways and perform specific activities; There are still harmful customs like female genital mutilation and underage marriage. One in five young women worldwide are married before turning 18. The high rate of child marriage emphasises the necessity of changing attitudes and advancing laws that protect the rights of women and girls. Izah in 2021, these practices reduce a girl child to mere house wife devoid of education or training

· Funding limitations and resource constraints

Finance had been a very major menace in virtually every human endeavour, This is because it is the bedrock of any successful venture. Ayodeji and Ade-Ibijola (2022) found out that UN Women's policy and initiatives in Nigeria are hampered by the financial difficulty adding that  majority of gender equality policies and programs are therefore not carried out as intended due to financial constraintThis has an impact on the capacity-building of personnel working in various areas of focus as well as field workers and Librarians. Money is at the heart of development financing. funding is necessary to ensure that thepromises made by world leaders are fulfilled and that progress can reach people everywhere. Izah (2021) added that f overall bilateral funding is dedicated to gender equality and women's empowerment. The additional expenditure required to achieve gender equality This will hamper the desire of librarians and even others from succeeding in gender equality programmes

· Lack of trained personnel to address gender equality

Insufficiently skilled staff to handle equal treatment for men and women Further supporting these, Sobalaje and Ogunmodede (2014) outlined additional obstacles that librarians and libraries must overcome, such as a lack of resources, inadequate library services, a poor distribution network for libraries, a lack of viable data bases for the publishing and research industries that can publish surveys and reports, and a lack of grants for training librarianship staff to attend seminars, workshops, and conferences(Fabunmi, and Adepoju 2020) Lack of Training and training facilities for the people that will carry out these assignments limit the professionalism and in turns limit the output
· Technological barriers affecting accessibility for women and girls

One significant issue that can impede collaboration between libraries and other organisations promoting equal gender participation is internet connectivity. Low bandwidth and network issues that the Nigerian system does not have are examples of this. Sensitisation and awareness campaigns via the media and extension initiatives require sufficient networking thrugh the internet. however, these things are not provided for Additionally, libraries do not receive nearly enough funding to provide this service. (Fabunmi, and Adepoju 2020)
Only 4 per cent of total bilateral aid is allocated to gender equality and women's empowerment. The additional investment needed for achieving gender equality by 2030 is estimated at USD 360 billion per year.( Izah 2021) An estimated 341 million women and girls are projected to lack electricity by 2030. Universal access could significantly reduce poverty and improve women’s health. With just seven years remaining to achieve the 2030 targets, concerted efforts and funding are more necessary than ever. Each step forward, no matter how incremental, brings us closer to a future where gender equality is not just a goal, but a reality. (Izah 2021)
· Legal barriers and poorly enforced legislation

According to Ewang in Ogugua et al (2024) despite the Nigerian constitution's guarantees of gender equality and non discrimination, women are still subjected to marginalisation and injustice. She lists the following: low educational attainment, gender stereotypes, religious and cultural standards, discriminatory policies, and the disproportionate impact of poverty on women. (Ogugua 2024) added that a threat to the rule of law and a barrier to progress, pointing out that denying            women their proper position in society (by denying them equal access to justice, education, or a means of subsistence) is equivalent to robbing societies of the potential and talent of half of their population.

 The rules that guarantee women the same rights to marry and file for divorce are absent in at least 28 nations, while rules that forbid discrimination against women, both direct and indirect, are absent in 67 countries. Legislation promoting gender equality does exist, but it is still difficult to execute effectively. (Izah 2021) .  In the words of Ayodeji and Ade-Ibijola (2022)

When it comes to gender discrimination against women, the law needs to have a piece of legislation to guarantee that all citizens, regardless of gender, receive the same treatment. The issue therefore becomes whether Nigerian women are sufficiently protected by the law

Recommendations for Enhancing Library Services for Gender Equality

To maximize the role of libraries in promoting gender equality, strategic improvements must be implemented to address gender-specific needs, dismantle systemic barriers, and foster inclusive access to information. These recommendations provide a roadmap for policymakers, library administrators, and stakeholders to optimize library services for equitable impact.

1. Libraries should adopt policies that prioritize gender inclusivity and equality. These policies must focus on ensuring equal access to library resources, addressing gender-specific barriers, and promoting women’s empowerment.

2. Many women, especially in rural and underserved areas, face logistical and cultural barriers to accessing libraries. Expanding outreach and ensuring accessibility can mitigate these challenges. This could be done by the introduction of mobile library services in remote areas to reach women and girls with limited mobility.

3. Libraries should ensure their collections include materials that address the needs and interests of women and girls, as well as resources that challenge harmful gender norms. This could include books and multimedia on women’s rights, health, entrepreneurship, and leadership.

4. Bridging the digital gender divide is critical in promoting gender equality. Libraries can act as digital empowerment centers for women and girls. This could include offering free internet access and computer use in libraries and also implementing digital literacy programs targeting women, focusing on skills for education, entrepreneurship, and civic engagement.

· Safety and inclusivity are crucial for encouraging women and girls to use library services. Libraries must address cultural and societal barriers that may discourage female participation. This could include providing providing women-only hours or designated areas for activities like studying or skill-building workshops and also training staff on gender sensitivity and harassment prevention to foster a welcoming atmosphere.

Conclusion

Libraries are powerful instruments for fostering gender equality, offering spaces and resources that empower individuals to challenge societal norms, access opportunities, and transform their lives. In Nigeria, where significant gender disparities persist, libraries have the potential to bridge the gap by addressing the specific needs of women and girls through education, information access, and skill development. By implementing gender-sensitive policies, expanding accessibility, and promoting inclusive programming, libraries can play a central role in dismantling barriers to equality. Their contributions extend beyond individual empowerment, influencing broader societal progress in education, economic participation, and leadership. Initiatives such as digital literacy programs, safe and inclusive library environments, and community partnerships demonstrate how library services can create lasting impacts on gender equality. For libraries to reach their full potential as agents of change, sustained investment in infrastructure, capacity building, and gender-focused resources is essential. Governments, NGOs, and stakeholders must work collaboratively to ensure that libraries are well-equipped to serve as platforms for gender empowerment and societal transformation. In leveraging library services to promote gender equality, Nigeria can take significant strides toward achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 5) and building a more equitable and inclusive society. By fostering informed, empowered communities, libraries not only transform lives but also contribute to a future where equality is not just an aspiration but a reality.
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