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Abstract: 

 
Collection development in African public libraries is often dependent upon book donation programs 

from Europe and the United States, a reality that prevents many libraries from serving their 

communities with relevant and current resources. Children’s collections are often the most neglected, 

and research evaluating the efficacy of children’s collections in African countries is largely non-

existent. Consequently, children’s librarians seeking to strategically improve their collections have 

limited information upon which to base collection development aims.  

 

There is a critical need for libraries serving children to explore the unique needs, interests, and 

perceptions of their users in order to develop collections that are holistic, responsive, appealing, and 

child-centered. The focus of this research is preliminary data from an exploratory, mixed-methods 

study being conducted at two children’s in Lusaka libraries run by Lubuto Library Partners. Lubuto 

Library Partners is a non-profit organization that creates open access libraries for children and 

youth starting in Zambia. The study, comprised of interviews, focus groups, and use tracking, 

provides insight into collection strengths and weaknesses, use of the collections, and factors 

impacting utilization.  

   

This paper makes use of the preliminary in-house use data to illustrate the existing collections and 

current usage patterns. The preliminary data shows wide variation in usage patterns between the 

libraries, providing early insight into the significance of strategic and locally responsive collection 

development aims based on the unique needs of children and their communities. The paper also 

discusses interview findings from 34 interviews conducted with library users.  Insights and 

recommendations derived from this research will inform the development of a well-defined core 

collection for African children and youth. It also provides a valuable guide for collection development 

throughout the continent and strengthens the case for increased investment in improving the quality 

and impact of library services for young people. 

 

 

 

 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


2 

 

Background  

 

Lubuto Library Partners is a non-profit organization that creates open access libraries for 

children and youth starting in Zambia. Lubuto Libraries feature comprehensive book 

collections and integrated programs including reading, music, art, drama, literacy, computers 

and other activities.  Currently there are three Lubuto Libraries in Zambia, two in the capital 

city Lusaka and a third Lubuto in the rural Southern Province village of Nabukuyu.  Lubuto 

aims to establish at least one library in each of Zambia’s ten provinces in partnership with the 

Zambia Library Service. Government officials have expressed interest in the extension of the 

model to each of the country’s new districts as well. Evaluation of the three existing 

collections provides a springboard for creating a model to inform future collection 

development.  

 

Currently Lubuto creates initial 4,000-volume core collections in the U.S. that are 

professionally catalogued and classified according to its specially-designed child-friendly 

classification system (see Appendix).  Library professionals with expertise in literature for 

children and youth and an Africa-focused perspective build the complete and balanced book 

collections. Lubuto acquires books from publishers and book dealers throughout the world, 

and carefully selects for universality and high literary quality.  Zambian language books and 

other locally-acquired materials are catalogued and added to the initial collection when it is 

delivered to Zambia. The collection development activities of Lubuto Libraries are intended 

to complement and support other national efforts. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Collection Development and Evaluation 

 

Lubuto’s collection development model is important for other libraries in Africa because of 

the heavy dependence on European and American book donation programs that have often 

been the sole source of book collections for African libraries. While the term “collection 

development” implies a process of deliberation and control managed by a librarian, the 

unfortunate reality for much of the developing world has been that a combination of book 

dumping, poverty and underfunding of libraries has severely limited the ability of librarians 

to collect relevant, high-quality resources (Sturges, 2014; Edem, 2010; Otike, 1993). These 

factors place librarians in a double bind where they must be, in the words of Japhet Otike, 

“beggars and at the same time choosers”: dependent on a system of book donations that often 

impedes rather than enables access to quality information (Otike, 1993, p. 4). Books donated 

to African libraries from European and North American donor organizations are frequently 

dated and irrelevant to the programs or missions of the recipient libraries (Otike, 1993; Edem, 

2010). Paul Sturges notes, “empty library shelves can be found in many places and where, in 

other cases, there are book on the shelves it is because those books are so completely 

unreadable as to actually repel readers. These books are usually donations” [emphasis added] 

(Sturges 2014, p. 18). When African libraries “receive” whole collections from benefactors it 

establishes a pattern that leaves little room for collection building on the ground. It also 

undermines the missions of the recipient institutions, the development of local publishing 

industries, and the ability of librarians to fulfill their professional roles as selectors of 

materials related to the needs of their communities. There is a critical need for user-centered 

models of collection development to be created and supported in varied African contexts.  
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However, a necessary precursor to the establishment of collection development models is 

critical reflection on existing collections in the form of user-centered collection assessment 

and evaluation. Use- and user-based approaches to collection evaluation focus on how, why, 

and how often users seek out and use particular resources (Johnson, 2009), issues that are 

necessarily bound up in the local context of the library and its users. Charles B. Osburn states 

that a “collection is of value only as it relates in subjective, cognitive ways to the 

community” (2005, p. 20). 

 

Previous collection assessment studies conducted in African libraries have focused mainly on 

academic libraries (Nfila, 2001; Motiang, Wallis, & Karodia, 2014; Ogbuiyi & Okpe, 2013; 

Womboh, 1993) and occasionally on community libraries (Dent, 2008; Dent & Yannotta, 

2005). There are no existing studies of user-centered collection evaluation of children’s 

collections in Africa. This highlights the serious need for collection evaluation studies to be 

undertaken in a wider array of institutions and from a wider range of methodological 

perspectives.  

 

Information Needs and Book Selection Strategies of Children 

 

It is essential to understand how and why the target user group of a particular library seeks 

information. When children are the target user group it becomes particularly critical to 

consider carefully the goals and information-seeking strategies used, since children seek out 

and use information in different ways than adults and require specialized services in libraries 

based on these differences (Raqi & Zainab, 2008).  

 

Studies focused on children’s unique search behaviour and book selection patterns have been 

conducted in the United States (Mohr, 2006; Stanchfield, 1966, Reuter, 2007; Pappas, 1993; 

Swartz & Hendricks, 2000; Kragler & Nolley, 1996), Great Britain (Shenton & Dixon, 2004; 

Moss, 2004), and Malaysia (Raqi & Zainab, 2008). Most of these studies have taken place in 

schools (Kragler & Nolley, 1996; Swartz & Hendricks, 2000; Mohr, 2006; Barron, 2001; 

Pappas, 1993), with a handful conducted in school libraries (Moss, 2004), one conducted 

using a digital library (Reuter, 2007), and two in public libraries (Raqi & Zainab, 2008; 

Shenton & Dixon, 2004).  Varied findings have emerged around the significance of gender 

(Mohr, 2006; Collins-Standley, 1996; Reuter, 2007), age (Reuter, 2007; Raqi & Zainab, 

2008), social selection (Moss, 2004), and text, cover, and content-related selection factors in 

regards to children’s recreational reading patterns (Swartz & Hendricks, 2000; Jones, 2007; 

Reuter, 2007; Kragler & Nolley, 1996; Mohr, 2006). The existing research does not examine 

context/community as a variable, and there is a need to explore how children in different 

communities find and select texts in different ways.  

 

Current research highlights the significance of text accessibility (Reuter, 2007; Swartz & 

Hendricks, 2000), book covers (Swartz & Hendricks, 2000; Jones, 2007; Reuter, 2007), 

illustrations (Kragler & Nolley, 1996; Mohr, 2006; Reuter, 2007), and the appeal of non-

fiction text in recreational reading (Dorion, 2003; Pappas, 1993; Mohr, 2006). Social patterns 

of book selection, such as classroom trends and the power of book recommendations, have 

also been identified as relevant to children’s selection processes (Moss, 2004; Barron, 2001).  

 

As well as exhibiting different information-seeking behavior than adults, children have 

different information needs (Raqi & Zainab, 2008). These information needs relate to age, but 

also to diverse factors such as gender, socioeconomic background, and educational 

background, which are less commonly considered in the literature. There is a particularly 
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significant gap around the information needs of children in developing countries, which are 

different in many respects than the information needs of children in developed countries 

(Nwagwu, 2009). While some research has been conducted on the information needs of 

children in developing countries (Nwagwu, 2009; Mnubi-Mchombu, Mostert, & Ocholla) 

existing research has rarely concentrated on the role of libraries in meeting the information 

needs of children.  

 

Research Questions 

 

An exploratory, mixed-methods study of the collections of Lubuto Library Partners library 

collections is being conducted using quantitative methods (in-house use tracking) as well as 

qualitative methods (interviews, focus groups, participant observation). The research 

examines use, user satisfaction, and accessibility in order to present the most comprehensive 

picture of the collections. The following research questions are being addressed:  

 

1. How is each of the collections currently being utilized?  

2. What factors affect current and potential utilization of the collections? How can 

library staff better exploit the collections?  

3. What strengths and weaknesses are there in the collections from the perspectives of 

library staff and users?  

 

Data Collection 

 

Quantitative Use Tracking 

 

Preliminary quantitative data was collected on a trial basis over the course of two weeks 

during July of 2014. This familiarized staff with the use tracking process and helped 

anticipate challenges involved in the long-term data collection taking place in spring of 2015. 

Each day the researcher and library staff collected books from the reshelving baskets, the 

seating areas and the ends of shelves. The counts were conducted at 10:00 AM, 12:00 PM, 

2:00 PM, and 4:00 PM. Staff reshelved the books after each count. While the trial period at 

each library was too short to generalize long-term use patterns, each week provided an 

informative snapshot of the library’s collections and their current use. A month-long in-house 

use tracking period was conducted simultaneously at all three libraries in late spring of 2015.  

 

Qualitative Data 

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted at Fountain of Hope (FOH) and at Ngwerere 

(NGW) during the summer of 2014. A total of 34 interviews were conducted with child users 

of the libraries, 15 at FOH and 19 at NGW. Interviews were conducted by an experienced 

outside consulting group that works with vulnerable children. Two multilingual interviewers 

from the organization were identified and trained in the interview protocol. Each interview 

lasted around one hour. Interviewers recorded and translated the interviews, and the 

researcher coded interviews with feedback from colleagues. Codes evolved over time before 

being refined and clustered around thematic units by interview topic. Each codable unit is 

referred to as a “mention” in the data analysis, and consists of a continuous unit of 

conversation. Content repeated within the course of the answer to a single interview question 

was coded only once unless the repeated element introduced a new focus or dimension to the 

topic. Units of conversation that touched on multiple codes were coded for each. Codes that 

received more than five mentions are discussed in the data analysis. To be described as a 
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point of discernible difference between the libraries a code needed to have more than five 

total mentions and to vary by 20 or more percentage points between the two locations. All 

comparative data represented by percentages was normalized to account for the difference in 

size between the respondent groups.   

 

Respondents and Setting 
 

Research was conducted at two libraries in Lusaka, the Fountain of Hope Lubuto Library and 

the Ngwerere Lubuto Library (NLL). Library staff assisted in selecting key informants. This 

paper is based on responses from thirty-four respondents, 56% male and 44% female. 

Teenagers (ages 13-18) made up 65% of respondents, and children (ages 7-12) made up 35%. 

Respondents selected by staff at Ngwerere skewed somewhat younger than the respondents 

selected at FOH. Respondents were highly familiar with the collections: 75% of interviewees 

had been coming to the library for over one year, and over 85% of interviewees said they 

come to the library at least three times a week. 56% of respondents were patrons of the NLL, 

and 44% were patrons of the FOH library. 

 

Established in 2007, FOH is a public library located on the 

premises of the Fountain of Hope drop-in shelter for street 

youth in Kamwala, Lusaka. There is also a volunteer-run 

community school at the FOH shelter. Kamwala is a 

lower-middle income community in Lusaka, and is not 

densely populated. However, library staff members 

identify most of the pupils of the community school as 

coming not from Kamwala but from Misisi Compound, a 

nearby slum. Other users at Fountain of Hope library are 

boys and young men who live at the drop-in shelter for 

street youth. Both of these demographic groups 

(community school students from Misisi, and street youth 

at Fountain of Hope shelter) are highly vulnerable. While 

they may attend the community school at FOH the quality 

of the education is low, as the school is overcrowded and 

understaffed.  

 

Founded in 2010, NLL is located on the premises of 

Ngwerere Basic School in Garden Compound. Garden 

Compound is also considered a slum, but library staff 

members describe the community as more stable than 

Misisi. Unlike FOH’s quiet, residential neighborhood, 

Ngwerere is surrounded by a bustling, densely-populated 

urban area. The school at Ngwerere is a government-run 

school and the quality of education is higher than at the 

FOH community school.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Use of the Library and Materials 

 

When asked to describe how they (and others) use the 

library children’s responses included programs 
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(LubutoArts, LubutoDrama, LubutoLiteracy, LubutoMentoring), space (study, socialization), 

collection use (reading, storytime, computer resources, viewing illustrations) and misuse 

(vandalism, theft, and noise-making) (See Table 1). At both libraries use of the collection 

received the highest number of mentions—a sharp contrast to the many public libraries in 

Zambia that are used primarily as study spaces (Book Aid International, 2012).  

 

When asked why they read what they read, children responded with a wide range of purposes 

related to social interaction, moral and personal development, and education and career goals. 

Within each theme were sub-themes—social interaction contains “share/pass down 

knowledge,” “social reading,” and “supports participation in programs”; moral and personal 

development contains “builds knowledge on a topic of personal interest,” “character 

development,” and “supports personal health”; education and career goals includes “exam 

preparation,” “career exploration,” “increase (English) vocabulary,” and “supports school 

learning” (see Table 2).  

 

Personal Reading 

Interests 

 

Key differences in 

personal reading 

interests among 

respondents were 

noted by library (see 

Table 3). Children 

also commonly 

listed specific titles 

when asked what 

their favorite types 

of books were. 

 

 

 

Information Needs  

 

Children were questioned about information needs in 

relation to problems that they thought “children their age 

might face.” The question was (re)formulated after a trial 

interview revealed that some children felt uncomfortable 

discussing their personal problems with the interviewer, but 

that they spoke comfortably in a general sense about 

problems faced by their peer group. Information needs were 

clustered around five key dimensions, including survival 

issues, educational issues, family issues, social/community 

issues, and personal development issues.  

 

The most commonly mentioned dimension was educational 

issues, which includes the subtopics inability to attend 

school, delinquency, school performance, low literacy, and 

lack of supplies (see Table 4).  “Survival issues” tied with 

social issues as the second most-frequently mentioned area, 
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and included the subsets of food, clothing, poverty/economic issues, shelter, and health. By 

subset the most frequently-mentioned subarea was health, which encompassed four further 

sub-issues: pregnancy, rape, HIV/AIDS, and substance use/abuse. Survival issues and 

educational issues were both mentioned more commonly at FOH than at Ngwerere.  

 

In contrast, the more socially-focused categories of 

social/community issues and family issues predominated as 

concerns at Ngwerere. Social and community needs 

encompassed sub-issues around social behavior and 

community issues, including fighting, peer pressure, 

opportunities for play/recreation, prostitution, theft, 

treatment of elderly people, vandalism, and verbal disputes. 

Family issues includes the subareas of physical abuse, death 

of a parent, disobedience, divorce, early marriage, labor at 

home, and parental absence/neglect.  

   

Appeal Factors and Browsing Behavior 
 

Respondents discussed how and why they selected books, 

including both browsing behaviors and appeal factors. The 

five dimensions identified as appeal factors were 

accessibility (sub-factors of language, length, condition, 

level, and location), content (sub-factors of character, plot, 

topic, and illustrations), engagement (sub-factors of 

connection to real life, emotional response, interest, and 

liking), familiarity (sub-factors of well-known material, new 

information, variety), and tone (sub-factors of didactic, 

humorous, inspirational, instructional, and “true story”). The 

most frequently-mentioned sub-dimensions of appeal can be 

seen in Table 5.  

 

Browsing processes were described by children both in the 

abstract (“How do children usually select books?”) and in 

the concrete (“Can you pick out a book and show me how 

you’re looking for it?”). Descriptions of browsing behavior 

were broken into three broad categories and multiple sub-

categories (see Table 6). Social components of selection 

were evaluated separately. Most children said they select 

with help from staff (See Table 7). 

 

Collection Development 

 

Children discussed collection development priorities by 

responding to an imagined scenario in which they were 

given money to buy new books for the library. What would 

they buy?  

 

Strikingly, children responded with mentions of every 

broad classification area (see Table 8). The main areas 

requested were Science and Stories, although no 
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classification area was neglected— not even those rarely listed as personal reading interests, 

such as World and Reference. The only sub-category requested more than five times was 

Mathematics (6 mentions). Similarly, their suggestions of what they would buy for the library 

(lower left) reflect a diverse range of topics.  

 

Many children struggled with the questions related to 

weeding. They were told that to make room for new books 

libraries occasionally get rid of books. If it were their job to 

choose books to get rid of, what would they choose? Most 

children refused to answer this question— they expressed 

that they felt getting rid of books was wrong. Those who 

did answer gave responses clustered around six basic 

reasons: the books were 1) damaged, 2) boring, 3) difficult 

to read, 4) infrequently used, 5) large volumes, or 6) 

personally disliked. Of these reasons, difficulty was the 

most commonly-mentioned. Next was the physical size of 

the book— children felt that some books were “too big,” 

although it unclear if children meant the books were long or 

difficult to handle because of their large size.  

 

In-House Use Tracking 

 

The FOH library has a collection size of 3,187 volumes in 

95 classification areas, and exhibited an in-house use rate of 

21% during the trial in-house use data collection period. 

The Ngwerere Lubuto Library’s collection is made up of 

3,675 books in 96 subject areas, and exhibited an in-house 

use rate of 14% during the 

trial in-house use data 

collection period. In-house 

use data collected during the 

trial period of July 2014 

reveals that each library has its own distinctive use patterns. 

Chart 1 shows the percentages of each broad classification 

area that circulated in-house during the trial period. 

 

The FOH library had higher rates of use across the collection 

as well as within most sub-classification areas. Especially 

striking was the high average number of uses in the People—

Health—HIV/AIDS section (see Table 10) and the popularity 

of Zambian-language fiction across all language groups.  
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Discussion and Recommendations 

 

Building Holistic Collections 

 

Too often libraries are viewed as one-dimensional institutions in African contexts: they are 

study spaces for students (Mortenson Center, 2004), academic support centers (Dent, 2008; 

Book Aid International, 2012), or potential partners to social service organizations (Mnubi-

Mchombu et al., 2009). The true role of the library, however, is a multidimensional 

community institution that serves many needs and desires and facilitates growth that is 

personal, intellectual, and social in nature. This research highlights the fact that when 

provided access to well-rounded, holistic collections and varied programming children view 

the library as a place to pursue interests and activities of all types. Collections must meet a 

range of needs. Children need opportunities for recreational reading on topics of interest, 

books that promote their social and moral development into responsible adults, resources that 

extend school learning beyond the classroom, and information that addresses the pressing and 

often serious life issues they face.  When we look at a library as addressing just one type of 

need, even if our focus is on a critical need, we shortchange our users and fail in our mission 

to serve our communities.  

 

Building Responsive Collections 

 

Every community is different in terms of its needs, behaviors and preferences. Responsible 

library services are targeted to address the situations of real groups of people based on an 

understanding of their needs. This research highlights major differences between the reading 

habits, terms of appeal, and collection development priorities of two libraries serving similar 

demographic groups located in the same city. These disparities point to the profound need for 

more user-based collection studies in African libraries. Every library should engage in 

reflective evaluation of collections based on needs, behaviors, and interests of their unique 

user group. This doesn’t need to take the form of a multi-year study: it can be as simple as 

periodically surveying, tracking use, and engaging users in conversation around these topics. 

 

While a quality collection is made up of materials that serve both practical and recreational 

purposes, libraries would be remiss not to focus on the most pressing information needs of 

vulnerable children. These needs will inevitably vary by community: for instance, at FOH, in-

house use data and interview data both suggest that health information, especially around 

HIV/AIDS, is important and often used. Libraries should be responsive to such needs through 

the provision of resources that suit the age, reading ability, and concerns of the youth in 

question.  

 

Building Child-Centered Collections 

 

When given access to quality collections, young people develop a sense of how a library 

collection is made. Children involved in this research understood the role of a collection is to 

address the needs of all, not just to reflect their own desires. We need to listen more carefully 

to young people about collection development, instead of making assumptions about their 

needs and perspectives. As librarians we can benefit from giving children a more active say 

in our collection development plans. There is also a need to build understanding with children 

around weeding and replacement, potentially by involving them in this process. This research 

shows that children are attentive to the issue of condition in relation to book selection, but 
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still experience great discomfort when confronted with the idea of weeding books. This 

attitude is not unique to children—staff members also expressed concern about removing 

books from the collection. Training and concrete, transparent weeding policies can help 

libraries approach this sensitive issue in a way that won’t be misunderstood by their 

communities.  

 

Building Appealing Collections 

 

This research reinforces some previous findings around selection and appeal factors in 

children’s book choices. Children frequently base their selections on external elements of a 

book—the cover and the title—and less commonly open books to evaluate the text inside. 

Covers are critical, and books need to be displayed in ways that highlight this central element 

of appeal. In a similar vein, this research confirms earlier findings related to the importance 

of illustrations and accessibility factors such as level and language. Librarians can use these 

insights to provide reader’s advisory and formal lists targeting appeal factors that children 

actually base their selections on, rather than pre-defined categories that librarians consider 

significant. While these appeal factors vary somewhat by user group, this study supports 

existing research which finds that children need to be able to select from texts that are 

accessible, familiar, and visually appealing. 

 

This research finds that children commonly rely on the input of staff and friends in order to 

select books. Social dimensions of selection can be extended, highlighted and formalized 

through book displays, booktalking, book clubs, and the display of staff/user 

recommendations and reviews. Multiple copies of popular titles should be acquired in order 

to facilitate shared reading. Children expressed a love of familiar books, commonly 

mentioning those that were shared during storytimes. Storytimes should offer a wide range of 

materials to connect with the needs and interests of various children and build familiarity 

with more of the collection. There is nothing wrong with children continuing to re-select 

familiar books, but the emphasis on social selection suggests that children may rely on staff 

and friends to make them aware of new titles and to create new familiar favorites. Librarians 

can respond appropriately by ensuring that they select widely from the collection when 

planning shared reading.    

 

Conclusion 

 

This study models how research can inform locally-responsive collection development based 

on the unique reading interests, use patterns, collection perceptions, and information needs of 

particular groups of young people in particular contexts. While in many cases poorly-planned 

donation schemes and book dumping have ruled the day in African collection development, 

this study demonstrates that knowledge of users is key. We cannot plan meaningful 

collections without understanding our communities. Mixed-method studies are one effective 

way of understanding children’s use patterns, needs and interests to inform public library 

collection development models. Additional studies, however, are critical. The expansion of 

this research to focus on rural users in Zambia will be one contribution, but other user-

focused collections research is needed from varied contexts and countries across Africa. It is 

only through strategic and locally-focused collection development that we will be able to 

create the types of holistic, appealing, responsive, and child-centered collections that young 

people across the world need and deserve.  
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