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Digital competencies of public library professionals in England

Areej Asiri and Jayne Finlay 

Information School, The University of Sheffield, UK 

ABSTRACT 

This article describes a study on the digital competencies of public library 
professionals in England. Data was collected from 52 participants via an 
online questionnaire and results were analyzed using descriptive statistics. 
Results indicate that while the majority of staff feel confident using digital 
technologies and supporting library patrons, they lacked the confidence to 
use emerging technologies, to troubleshoot common technical issues and 
programming skills. Staff noted barriers to enhancing their digital skills, 
including reduced staffing and a lack of professional development oppor-
tunities. Recommendations are offered to enhance the digital competen-
cies of public library staff in the UK and globally.
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Introduction

Libraries have transformed from traditional repositories of books to dynamic hubs of digital resources 

and services. The widespread adoption of digital technology has significantly changed the way people 

access and use information. Public libraries have become important places that assist users to access 

digital services and electronic resources. According to IFLA–UNESCO Public Library Manifesto 2022, 

two of the key missions of public libraries are “providing services to their communities both in-per-

son and remotely through digital technologies allowing access to information, collections, and pro-

grammes wherever possible” and supporting the development of “ … digital literacy skills for all 

people at all ages … ” (IFLA & UNESCO, 2022, p. 2). The UK Digital Strategy emphasizes that hav-

ing the necessary digital skills is crucial for adults to engage in modern society (Department for 

Digital, Culture, Media & Sport [DCMS], 2022). The provision of digital skills learning opportunities 

has become a significant part of the services provided by many libraries (International Federation of 

Library Associations and Institutions [IFLA], 2020) and there is now an expectation that library staff 

should offer high-quality digital literacy sessions and teach patrons how to use new technologies 

(Barbuti et al., 2019; Palmer, 2022). To meet patrons’ digital needs, library professionals should pos-

sess the essential digital skills to enhance user experiences.
Ensuring that library staff are sufficiently equipped to meet the digital needs of library users is 

a current priority among library organizations and professional bodies in the UK. Libraries 

Connected and the UK’s Library and Information Association [CILIP] have produced a Public 

Library Skills Strategy [PLSS] 2017–2030. This strategy aims to provide guidance and assistance 

for addressing the learning and development requirements of the public library workforce in 

England (Society of Chief Librarians [SCL] & The Library and Information Association [CILIP], 

2017). According to PLSS, digital literacy and information technology skills are necessary skills 

that public library staff need to acquire to provide expert services to library patrons (SCL & 
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CILIP, 2017). Therefore, possessing digital skills is crucial for assisting library patrons; however, 

given the dynamic nature of digital technology, librarians need to continually enhance their 

digital proficiency. According to The Library and Information Association (CILIP, 2018), one of 

the workforce development priorities for 2030 is creating Continuing Professional Development 

[CPD] and online education resources that assist information professionals in enhancing their 

digital skills. CPD is an obligation for library and information science (LIS) professionals working 

in a field where it is necessary to regularly update and widen knowledge and skills. This necessity 

is made clear in the most recent version of IFLA’s Guidelines for Continuing Professional 

Development: “Constant flux in the needs of societies, changing technologies and growth in pro-

fessional knowledge demand that librarians and other information professionals expand their 

knowledge and update their skills on an ongoing basis” (Varlejs, 2016, p. 1).
This article discusses findings of the first author’s dissertation project, carried out as part of her 

Masters in Librarianship at the University of Sheffield. The study sought to address the following 

research question: “How do public library staff in England perceive their level of digital literacy in the 

context of supporting the digital needs of library users?” The study explored how equipped librarians 

currently feel to support their patrons, the digital skills required by library professionals to develop 

high-quality services and the time and opportunities public library staff get to develop their digital 

skills. Based on these findings, the author proposed recommendations for future practice in this area. 

Findings of this study provide a timely insight into both current and desired skills of public library 

staff in England and can be used to assist library administrators and professional bodies when formu-

lating strategies for professional development and training. Although written within a UK context, 

the findings and recommendations are relevant to public library administrators beyond the UK and 

contribute to the wider discourse on the skills development of public library staff.

Literature review

Digital advancement in public libraries

A report by IFLA (2022) identifies digital transformation as one of the high-level trends in the 

library field. Palmer (2022) also recognizes that the adoption of technology is predicted to 

increase at an extremely rapid rate. The American Library Association [ALA] Center for the 

Future of Libraries identifies technology including artificial intelligence, blockchain, facial recogni-

tion, virtual reality, robots, drones, and the internet of things as one of the trends that influence 

libraries (ALA, 2014). Additional technological trends that impact libraries are online privacy, 

cyberbullying, fake news, fake information, graphic design, social media, media labs, and maker-

spaces (Lynch, 2019). A study by Serholt et al. (2018) provides insights into the opportunities 

associated with the adoption of digital technology in public libraries including saving staff time, 

shifting their focus on important tasks, reaching people who cannot come to the library, and con-

tacting users directly to create digital communities. The adaption to digital technology in public 

libraries has not however been without challenges. Mthembu (2019) identifies some of these chal-

lenges as a lack of skilled librarians, insufficient financial resources, and limited Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) resources. Based on evidence in existing studies, it is apparent 

that the increased use of digital technologies in public libraries offers exciting opportunities for 

library staff and benefits for library users but it is clear that library professionals require ongoing 

training opportunities to meet the evolving needs of their users.

The impact of Covid-19

More recent attention has focused on the acceleration of the use of digital technology in public 

libraries during the Covid-19 pandemic. A bibliometric study of LIS literature demonstrated that 
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the pandemic had a significant impact on all kinds of libraries and all aspects of the work of 

librarians worldwide (Yatcilla & Young, 2021). As the pandemic unfolded, public libraries rapidly 

started to transition many of their programs to online programs. Notable examples of remote 

library services and virtual programs include online loan services, online laboratories, online 

social platforms, digital reading groups, book clubs, book chats, story time, virtual programming, 

and weekly recorded story time (Goddard, 2020; Yatcilla & Young, 2021). Statistics showed a sig-

nificant increase in the use of electronic resources offered by public libraries. For example, in the 

United States, the use of OverDrive to access e-book and audiobook collections increased at a 

rapid rate (Goddard, 2020) and in the UK, the DCMS (2020) noted a six-fold increase (600%) in 

registrations for digital borrowing and a four-fold increase (400%) in e-lending.

Digital competencies of public librarians

This rapid increase in the use of digital technology in libraries and evolving digital needs of 

library users necessitate that library staff have sufficient digital skills to support their users, and 

sufficient training to feel confident in doing so. Boffano (2019) reported that public libraries need 

to ensure new professionals possess basic digital skills in all digital competency areas to better 

assist patrons. A study by Borb�ely (2022) also notes that librarians should have advanced digital 

skills aligned with current trends in digital technology.
Some studies have already been conducted on the digital competencies of public library staff. 

A quantitative study by Hussain and Nayab (2021) investigated the ICT competencies of LIS pro-

fessionals working in public libraries in Pakistan. They found that most of the staff were compe-

tent in using various operating systems, Microsoft Office programs, web-based applications, and 

library applications software. The researchers also note formal education was the most popular 

source for acquiring digital competencies for public library staff, whereas training by supplier was 

the least popular source (Hussain & Nayab, 2021). Another study by Borb�ely (2022) reported that 

studying Librarianship primarily enhances information and data literacy skills, while also provid-

ing advantages in some of the content development areas namely, content conversion, content 

production, and copyright. However, the staff represented in their study generally have weak pro-

gramming skills (Borb�ely, 2022). A recent study by Borb�ely and N�emethi-Tak�acs (2023) noted 

that age and gender impact digital skills for librarians, however, the strength of the impact across 

different competency areas vary.

Professional development opportunities for public library professionals

Researchers have shown an interest in the importance of professional development for public 

library professionals. Borb�ely (2022) found that LIS degrees and training opportunities have a 

positive impact on the digital competencies level of public library staff. Conversely, a qualitative 

study by Martzoukou and Elliott (2016) reported that the majority of public library professionals 

noticed discrepancies between what they were taught in the library courses and how it applies to 

their job. Other studies have been critical of LIS education, showing that they do not adequately 

address the knowledge and skills required in the digital environment (Kacunguzi and Samuel, 

2016; Burnett, 2013). Mthembu (2019) noted that there is a skills gap for LIS graduates due to 

changes in the library and information science market that require modifying and updating cur-

ricula. There is also a shortage of training opportunities to address the skills gap (Mthembu, 

2019). It is evident that librarians need training to promote digital literacy and become proficient 

in meeting users’ needs. Consequently, ongoing education, formal education, workshops, self- 

study, job training, and opportunities for professional development can be extremely valuable for 

librarians enabling them to keep up to date with digital technology, proficiently use it, and 
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transfer their technological knowledge to others (Borb�ely, 2022; Hussain & Nayab, 2021; 

Mthembu, 2019).
Adapting new technology in libraries requires library staff to develop new competencies and know-

ledge (Serholt et al., 2018). However, Hussain and Nayab (2021) report that public library staff experi-

ence difficulties acquiring digital skills due to a lack of professional development opportunities from 
professional associations, financial constraints, limited opportunities, lack of coordination among 
library staff, lack in-service training provision, lack of CPD opportunities policies, lack of techno-
logical resources, tight working schedule, and insufficiency of the library workforce.

Research context

This current study focuses on public libraries in England, where various strategies have been imple-
mented by public library authorities to improve staff digital competencies. These strategies focus on 
equipping library staff with the necessary skills to assist users in using digital technologies. According 
to DCMS (2022), it is crucial to reskill the existing workforce since 80 per cent of the 2030 workforce 

is already employed. The CILIP Workforce Development Strategy 2019–2024 report points out the 
need to collaborate with relevant stakeholders to plan strategically to meet the sector’s future skills 
needs (CILIP, 2018). As a part of CILIP’s efforts to prepare the information workforce of the future, 
CILIP aims to “build a future-ready workforce with digital skills” (CILIP, 2018, p. 6). To achieve this, 
CILIP plans to work with relevant stakeholders to create a curriculum focus on digital skills for infor-

mation professionals, conduct a review of how emerging technologies are affecting the information 
professional, enhance relationships with the technology sector, and lastly create CPD and e-learning 
resources specifically designed to help information professional in enhancing their digital skills 
(CILIP, 2018). In the strategic plan 2023–2027 report, Libraries Connected aims to integrate profes-

sional development into the annual work plan of each individual, backed by a specifically allocated 
budget (Libraries Connected, 2022).

Libraries Connected, in collaboration with Learning Pool, has provided e-learning training to 

14,000 public library professionals, which accounts for 80% of the workforce, aiming to enhance 
their digital skills and confidence in using digital tools (Libraries Taskforce, 2016). In the 
Oxfordshire Digital Inclusion Project Report by Allmann et al. (2021), several recommendations 
were made to empower libraries to fulfill their roles in the digital age. One noteworthy recom-

mendation suggests that enhancing the digital skills of library professionals is essential to deal 
with digital help requests from customers. This recommendation aligns with several existing stud-
ies in the literature, emphasizing the critical role of ongoing training for library professionals to 
meet the evolving needs of patrons (Borb�ely, 2022; Hussain & Nayab, 2021). Borb�ely and 
N�emethi-Tak�acs (2023) also note the importance of considering the difference in age and gender 

when designing training courses for public library staff to develop their digital competencies. 
Public library administrators and policymakers need to take into account such recommendations 
when designing digital integration strategies. By investing in professional development, public 
library staff can provide high-quality services that enhance user experiences.

Significance of current study

While several studies have highlighted the impact of digital technologies on public libraries and 
how Covid-19 accelerated the use of technologies in public libraries, there is a relatively small 
body of literature that is concerned with digital competencies for public library staff. Given all 
that has been mentioned so far, there are no recent studies that have investigated digital compe-
tencies for public library staff in England. Professional bodies such as CILIP and Libraries 

Connected recognize the need for librarians to have digital skills. Therefore, this research aims to 
explore how public library staff in England perceive their level of digital literacy in the context of 
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supporting the digital needs of library users. This is a timely piece of research that provides an 

insight into current perceived level of skills and potential gaps, while also giving a voice to public 

library staff in suggesting the training they need to effectively serve their users.

Methodology

Research design and data collection

This is a predominantly quantitative study, although a small amount of qualitative data was col-

lected through open-ended answers in questionnaires. A questionnaire was deemed the most 

appropriate method to address the research question and to reach staff working across a large 

geographic area. The questionnaires available in studies by Ahmed and Rehman (2016) and 

Hussain and Nayab (2021) have helped to inform this study’s questionnaire. As well as collecting 

demographic information about respondents, the questionnaire collected data about staff ability 

to use digital technology, their ability to meet patrons’ digital needs and current and desired pro-

fessional development opportunities within their organizations. Open-ended questions allowed 

respondents to express their views on the challenges they face in supporting the digital needs of 

library users, how public libraries could better support staff in improving their digital skills and 

the most important digital skills for public library staff to master in order to serve their users 

effectively. The questionnaire was created using Google Forms and consisted of multiple dichot-

omous questions and likert-scale questions. It was piloted by students on the MA Librarianship 

degree program at the University of Sheffield to ensure clarity of questions and to test how long 

it took to complete the questionnaire (Pickard, 2013). The final version of the questionnaire 

(Appendix A) was distributed to public library staff at the beginning of July 2023 and was active 

until the end of July 2023. This study received ethical approval from the University of Sheffield.

Participants

The target population for this questionnaire was determined to be both professionals and paraprofes-

sionals working in the public library sector in England. This enabled collection of data about LIS 

education and how staff felt this education equipped them for their role, while also including the 

valuable perspectives of paraprofessional staff who work closely alongside library users. The question-

naire was distributed in various ways to reach this population. A recruitment email was sent to the 

JISCMail public libraries mailing list, which is an email discussion list for UK education and research 

communities (JISCMail, n.d.). The questionnaire was also distributed on an online Libraries 

Connected forum. Both the mailing list and forum are subscribed to by staff working in various roles 

within public libraries in the UK and were deemed the most efficient way to reach a wide pool of 

public library staff. Arguably, this means that respondents already had a certain level of digital literacy 

as they were clearly engaging with online discussion forums. In order to counter this, a paper ques-

tionnaire may have been more appropriate but was not feasible within the timeframe of this piece of 

research. Finally, the researcher directly contacted public libraries in England using publicly available 

email addresses with a request that the questionnaire be disseminated to staff members. The link to 

the questionnaire included an information sheet about the project (Appendix B). Participants were 

informed that by submitting their responses, they were consenting to take part in this project. A total 

of 52 public library staff responded to the questionnaire.

Data analysis

Descriptive analysis was used to analyze closed questions as this is useful for summarizing and inter-

preting quantitative data and helped to identify patterns and trends among the responses to closed 
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questions. As the size of the dataset was small, Microsoft Excel was used to generate descriptive statis-

tics including percentages and frequencies. Open-ended responses were coded using basic thematic 

analysis with the aim of exploring recurring themes that occurred in responses to individual questions 

and gaining an insight into participants’ views (Bryman, 2012). This thematic analysis provided an 

understanding of the participants’ experiences, views, and suggestions. Integrating the findings from 

both closed-ended and open-ended questions resulted in a comprehensive picture of the research 

findings. Respondents are labeled R1–R52 throughout the article.

Results

Demographics information of participants

The demographic characteristics of participants in this study were analyzed to gain insight into 

the sample population. The study included a sample of 52 participants of varying age groups. The 

majority of the 52 respondents identified as female (65%), while 31% identified as male and 2% 

as non-binary. The educational backgrounds of respondents varied. Almost two thirds of 

respondents held a library and information science (LIS) qualification while 38% did not. The 

participants were working in various public libraries in England which provide a diverse repre-

sentation of library locations. Among the fifty-two participants, 33% worked in South England, 

23% worked in North England, and 21% worked in East England. The rest of the participants 

worked in Central England (13%) and West England (10%). Most of the respondents had worked 

in the field for many years, with 69% having at least 15 years of work experience.

Public library staff perceptions of their digital literacy level

Ability to use digital technology

When asked about their perceived ability to use digital technologies, it was found that the major-

ity of respondents had a good level of digital literacy, as indicated by their frequent agreement 

with statements related to their digital skills and knowledge (statements from 1 to 6 in Figure 1). 

However, it is apparent from the below chart that some respondents were either unsure or dis-

agreed with statements related to their ability to troubleshoot common technical issues related to 

library systems and their knowledge regarding emerging technologies such as Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), Virtual Reality (VR), and Machine Learning (statements 4 and 6 in Figure 1). 

The bottom of the chart below shows that a total of 98% of participants either strongly agreed or 

agreed digital literacy is important for public librarians in the digital age.

Ability to use digital tools and applications

As seen in Table 1, all participants were confident in using commonly used digital tools such as 

word processing software, internet browser, and email. However, it was found that there was a 

knowledge gap among staff members regarding coding software. As shown in the bottom of 

Table 2, only five out of fifty-two respondents were comfortable using programming software.

Ability to meet patrons’ digital needs

When asked about their perceived ability to meet the digital needs of their patrons, most 

respondents agreed with statements related to supporting patrons with their daily computer 

needs, helping them use their digital devices and helping them to use new applications or digital 

devices (Figure 2). Fewer staff (52%) felt comfortable answering patrons’ questions about emerg-

ing technologies.
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Ways to support patrons’ digital needs

The current ways public library staff support patrons with their digital needs are shown in 
Table 2. The majority of respondents (73%) offered one-to-one support (in-person). Over half of 
the participants (54%) helped patrons access digital resources and use digital devices such as lap-
tops, tablets, smartphones, and e-readers. What stands out in Table 2 is that very few respondents 
support library users with their digital needs using digital software including creating online 

Figure 1. Public library staff ability to use digital technology.

Table 1. Digital tools and technologies that public library staff are comfortable using.

Digital tools and technologies that public library staff comfortable using Frequency Percentage

Word processing software (e.g., Microsoft Word/Google Docs) 52 100%
Internet browsers 52 100%
Using Email 52 100%
Spreadsheets software (e.g., Microsoft Excel/Google Sheets) 51 98%
Library Management Software 50 96%
Online Databases and Search Engines 49 94%
Social Media platforms (e.g., Facebook/Twitter/Instagram) 45 87%
Presentation Software (e.g., Microsoft PowerPoint/Google Slides) 45 87%
programming software (e.g., Visual Studio/Eclipse) 5 10%

Table 2. Current ways public library staff support patrons with their digital needs.

How do you currently support patrons with their digital needs? Frequency Percentage

One-to-One Support (in-person) 38 73%
Access to Digital Resources 28 54%
Assistance with digital devices (e.g., Laptops/tablets/smartphones/e-readers) 27 52%
I do not support patrons with their digital needs 9 17%
One-to-One Support (online) 8 15%
Creating Online Tutorials 8 15%
Providing Group Training 7 13%
Technology Training Sessions and workshops 7 13%
Digital Outreach Programs 6 12%
Creating Video guides 5 10%
Chat-based Assistance 4 8%
E-Learning Platforms 3 6%
Digital Literacy Programs 2 4%
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tutorials, offering online one-to-one support, creating video guides, and chat-based assistance. 

Only 4% of respondents used digital literacy programs to bridge the digital divide within their 
communities.

Digital skills for public librarians

Participants were asked which digital skills they felt were important for public library staff to 

master. The majority of respondents agreed that public library staff should have basic digital 
skills. R21 and R35 mentioned that staff should have the foundational level of digital literacy skills 

described within the Essential Digital Skills Framework. This framework is used by all individuals 

in the UK who are involved in assisting adults to improve their fundamental digital skills 

(Department of Education, 2018). Others made reference to the need for public library staff to 

keep up-to-date with new digital technologies to meet user needs. R45 made an important obser-

vation that the skills required can depend on your role and that “it is important to acknowledge 
the distinctions between the many varied roles that public library staff carry out in order to identify 

what digital skills they require.” They added, “Public library services are multi-faceted, depend on a 

whole-team approach to function efficiently, and require a plethora of different skills and 

specialisms.”

Professional development opportunities

Table 3 shows the diverse range of ways that public library staff currently use for skills develop-

ment. Respondents primarily relied on self-study to acquire digital skills (85%) and 77% noted 

that they receive training at the workplace. Much fewer respondents (21%) acquired digital skills 

through formal LIS education.
Participants were asked to provide details of professional development opportunities available 

to them to develop their digital skills. Online training platforms and workplace training were the 

most common responses. Six respondents stated that they have access to CPD opportunities 

offered by professional associations such as Libraries Connected and CILIP. Only one participant 

mentioned access to “formal IT upskilling courses” (R6).

Figure 2. Public library staff ability to meet patrons digital needs.
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Commenting on the type of digital skills training offered by public libraries, one respondent 
stated that “Occasional workplace training but tends to be basic and in a work context rather than 
relevant for supporting the public or delivering workshops for library groups … ” (R45) and another 
reported that “There is training for using our digital resources but for more general digital skills 
there isn’t any” (R24). In terms of the level of digital skill training, some participants felt that the 
training available was not suitable for their digital competencies level as noted by R21 “At my 
level of competency not much … ” (R21) and by R40 “Nothing at my level” (R40). Surprisingly, 
some participants stated that they either did not have professional development opportunities or 
had little “Not many, despite frequent requests by staff members” (R42). One respondent argued 
that “ … professional development no longer exists in the public sector, other than as occasional lip- 
service initiatives” (R43). R8 commented that “Professional development is cost/time prohibitive for 
both employer and employee” (R8).

Key themes in open-ended responses

The thematic analysis of open-ended responses revealed several recurring themes related to the 
challenges public library staff face in supporting the digital needs of library users and how public 
libraries can better support staff in improving their digital skills. Regarding challenges, respond-
ents highlighted a range of challenges they face in supporting the digital needs of library users. 
The most frequently mentioned issues included lack of staff, lack of up-to-date digital devices, 
lack of time, lack of funding, and lack of training. In terms of supporting staff in enhancing their 
digital skills, respondents shared suggestions for how public libraries could better support them 
in improving their digital competencies. The most common recommendations included providing 
regular training opportunities, allocating time for training, providing access to new resources, 
allocating budget for training, hiring more staff, and creating written development policies. While 
the quantitative analysis provided an overview of the staff’s perception of their digital literacy 
level, the thematic analysis revealed underlying issues and areas for improvements. The following 
sections present the findings from the thematic analysis of open-ended responses in detail.

Challenges faced by public library professionals

The majority of participants noted that lack of up-to-date digital devices and software, lack of 
staff, lack of time, lack of funding, and lack of training were the main challenges they faced in 
supporting the digital needs of library users. The main challenges were best summarized by R46:

The public library sector faces serious problems with digital services, due to a lack of funding. This makes it 
difficult for libraries to provide up-to-date digital provisions, such as public PCs and good wi-fi 
connections. We also suffer from a lack of staff resources, which makes it difficult to spend a decent 

Table 3. Sources and methods public library staff used for acquiring digital skills.

Ways public library staff learned or acquired  
the digital skills needed for their jobs Frequency Percentage

Self-study 44 85%
Training at workplace 40 77%
Web-based tutorials 36 69%
Through colleagues 35 67%
Informal Education 32 62%
Attending workshops/seminars (Online) 31 60%
Attending workshops/seminars (In-person) 29 56%
Training by suppliers 25 48%
Formal Education (other than LIS education) 17 33%
Formal LIS Education 11 21%
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amount of time helping library patrons, particularly those who struggle the most with digital provisions or 
do not understand how to use council and library services online. (R46)

R43 commented that public libraries relied on “ … new young staff to plug the gaps … ” (R43) 
instead of “ … upskill current staff members … ” (R43). This had an impact on the services pro-
vided to library users. This issue was also identified by R38:

There is no training for staff to up skills their digital skills, especially staff who have been in the service for 
decades, they are not able to help with the digital queries of higher complexity, this issue is lack of official 
training, compulsory digital courses etc, it is challenging if not everyone in the team is highly digitally competent, 
and there is no attempt to ensure the correct regular up skilling is in place, this will have impact on service 
provided to patrons, also the lack of time whilst carrying out other duties will have impact. (R38)

Commenting on challenges in acquiring digital skills, it was found that two respondents (R51 
and R45) faced challenges in finding the training that they need so they relied on self-learning. 
R51 stated that “ … there is no librarian STEM bootcamp” in order to help librarians to acquire 
“ … knowledge of e.g. 3D printing, coding, small peripherals like Micrbobits, Raspberry Pis etc … ” 
to “ … support kids STEM activities … ”. Another respondent reported that “The skills I require 
are niche to my specific area of librarianship and it is not widespread enough among the wider 
workforce for courses to be developed/delivered so I have to effectively seek my own learning oppor-
tunities or teach myself” (R45).

Staff suggestions for improved training opportunities

When the participants were asked about how public libraries can better support their staff in 
enhancing their digital skills, the majority of participants commented that they wanted public 
libraries to provide regular training opportunities. In order to train staff, a number of participants 
expressed a desire for allocating time for training, providing access to new resources, allocating a 
budget for training, and hiring more staff. However, there were challenges public libraries face in 
providing training. The challenges were best summarized by (R13):

There is a fundamental problem with how public libraries provide training across skills areas due to the 
tight budgets and lack of staff time. Methods that were previously used such as in person networking and 
courses are now impossible as staff cannot be released from frontline duties. This will be a difficult problem 
to solve as it requires a change in approach across the sector needing leadership from Libraries Connected 
and CILIP and buy in from individual library authorities (R13).

R48 argued that “ … Staff are more often forced into having to learn digital skills on the job, 
with customers, rather than have allocated training time to learn new skills” (R48). Public libraries 
have to be “ … interested in staff needs in terms of training and learning new skills. Not rely on 
few staff who will do everything” (R48). In order to better support public library staff, one 
respondent suggested “Creating written development policies that need to be updated and reviewed 
regularly … ” (R38) and another commented that public libraries need to give staff “ … the time 
and resources to be able to carry out proper learning and encourage a culture of CPD … ” (R45). 
This can be done by “ … providing MORE staff to enable staff to be freed up to undertake training 
in addition to their daily tasks” (R44). Finally, one respondent commented that “ … librarianship 
(and indeed most modern professions) have moved into the digital age and that a wide range of 
digital skills is essential, not optional … ” (R45).

Discussion

Public library staff perceptions of their digital competencies

The public library staff’s perceptions of their ability to use digital technology and meet users’ 
digital needs explored in this research was outlined in the previous section. There are, however, 
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some interesting findings regarding public library professionals’ digital competencies. Perhaps the 

most interesting finding is that the majority of public library staff in this study feel confident 

using basic digital technologies tools such as Microsoft Office applications, web-based applica-

tions, Library Management Software, and different operating systems to meet patrons’ digital 

needs. This result seems to be consistent with other research which found that professionals 

working in public libraries in Pakistan were competent in using the same tools (Hussain & 

Nayab, 2021). Another interesting finding is that some staff are not comfortable troubleshooting 

common technical issues and answering users’ questions regarding emerging technologies such as 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), Virtual Reality (VR), and machine learning, pointing to a possible lack 

of knowledge in these areas. In reviewing the literature, it has been noted that a wide range of 

digital initiatives are supported by public libraries such as Code Clubs, Code Green, and Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics [STEM] agenda (Libraries Taskforce, 2016). This does 

not appear to be the case for libraries represented in this study because only one respondent pro-

vided “coding and STEM learning opportunities to children and families” (R45) and only 10% of 

staff are comfortable using programming software, pointing to a possible lack of knowledge in 
coding skills. These results reflect those of Borb�ely (2022) who also found that there is a lack of 

programming skills among public library staff in Hungary. Overall, these results give insights into 

how public library staff in England perceive their digital literacy level. It is apparent that staff 

need further training in troubleshooting common technical issues related to library systems, 

emerging technologies, and programming skills. While these results should be taken into account 

when considering developing training opportunities for library staff, it is important to know what 

area of emerging technologies and programming skills public library staff need training on.
Even though the majority of participants perceive themselves as confident in using digital tech-

nologies and meeting patrons’ digital needs, only 4% of staff used digital literacy programs to 

bridge the digital divide within their communities. This finding is somewhat surprising given the 

fact that other research emphasizes the importance of offering digital literacy education for public 

library patrons (IFLA, 2020; Libraries Taskforce, 2016; Palmer, 2022). One of the key missions of 

public libraries is to support the development of “ … digital literacy skills for all people at all 
ages … ” (IFLA & UNESCO, 2022, p. 2). This does not appear to be the case for participants in 

this study. A possible explanation for this finding might be the staff do not have time, tools, or 

resources to offer digital literacy programs. Another possible explanation could be that public 

libraries may not support digital literacy program provisions. It is not clear why staff do not offer 

digital literacy programs to bridge the digital divide within their communities even though they 

feel confident using digital technologies and meeting patrons’ digital needs. A further study with 

more focus on exploring digital literacy programs in public libraries in England is therefore 

suggested.

Digital skills required for public library professionals

The importance of digital literacy skills for public library professionals is evident from the col-

lected data. Almost all participants in this study (98%) agreed that digital literacy is important for 

public library staff. In the PLSS 2017–2030 report, digital literacy and information technology 

skills are included in the public library skills framework and considered important skills for pub-

lic library staff to meet future needs (SCL & CILIP, 2017). When the staff were asked to provide 

their opinion about what digital skills they think are the most important for public library staff to 

master in order to serve their users effectively, the majority agreed that public library staff should 

have basic digital skills. This finding is consistent with that of Boffano (2019) who reported that 

public librarians expressed a desire for a basic level of digital competencies among professionals 

working in public libraries. In particular, R21 and R35 mentioned that the public library staff 

needs to have the foundational level of digital literacy skills described within the Essential Digital 
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Skills Framework. In the United Kingdom, the Essential Digital Skills Framework is used as a 

guideline to identify the core digital skills that adults need to use technologies in various aspects 

of their lives (Department of Education, 2018). The Essential Digital Skills Framework could be 

used by public libraries authorities and professional associations as a base to design training pro-

grams for library staff. This framework could also be used by public library staff to offer digital 

literacy programs for library users.

Current time and opportunities for professional development

One of the workforce development priorities for 2030 is creating Continuing Professional 

Development [CPD] and online education resources that assist information professionals in 

enhancing their digital skills (CILIP, 2018). Based on this study’s findings, however, these CPD 

and online education resources are not currently sufficient to assist public library professionals to 

keep pace with technological advancements. This study found that public library staff face many 

challenges in their pursuit of digital proficiency. The primary challenge that the majority of public 

library staff encounter is difficulties in finding dedicated time for upgrading their digital skill 

because of their tight working schedules. “Staff are more often forced into having to learn digital 

skills on the job, with customers, rather than have allocated training time to learn new skills” 

(R48). The second challenge found in this study is the lack of sufficient staff working in the 

library. This finding was also reported by Mthembu (2019) who noted that staff shortage is one 

of the issues that public libraries encounter. The third challenge found in this study is limited 

opportunities for CPD. This finding was also reported by Hussain and Nayab (2021). Several staff 

expressed a desire for allocating “ … time and resources to be able to carry out proper learning 

and encourage a culture of CPD … ” (R45), and “ … providing MORE staff to enable staff to be 

freed up to undertake training in addition to their daily tasks” (R44). These findings should be 

taken into account when developing policies and strategies for professional development 
opportunities.

Turning now to the current professional development opportunities available for public library 

staff from their libraries to develop their digital skills. One surprising finding that stands out 

from the results reported earlier is that some staff either do not have professional development 

opportunities “There is no training for staff to upskill their digital skills, especially staff who have 

been in the service for decades … ” (R38) or have little “Not many, despite frequent requests by 

staff members” (R42). Even staff who have workplace training opportunities noted that training 

“tends to be basic and in a work context rather than relevant for supporting the public or delivering 

workshops for library groups” (R45). Also, “there is no attempt to ensure the correct regular up skil-

ling is in place” (R38). These findings are in agreement with Mthembu’s (2019) finding which 

found that there is a shortage of training programs in public libraries to address the skills gap. 

This study found that the majority of staff primarily rely on self-study to acquire digital skills, 

perhaps due to a lack of training opportunities. Another surprising finding is that only 21% of 
the staff acquired digital skills through formal LIS education even though 62% of staff have LIS 

qualifications. This finding is contrary to that of Hussain and Nayab (2021) who found that more 

than half of the staff (51%) working in public libraries in Pakistan acquired digital skills through 

formal LIS education. It is worth noting that there are studies in the current literature which 

have identified a skills gap for LIS graduates due to technological developments that require mod-

ifying and updating the LIS curriculum (Mthembu, 2019) and public librarians noted that there 

are gaps between what they thought in the library courses and how it applies to their job 

(Martzoukou & Elliott, 2016). The findings of this study build on existing evidence of a lack of 

training programs for public library staff and a lack of digital literacy in LIS qualification pro-

grams. The researcher suggests that public libraries provide ongoing training opportunities and 

LIS schools revise their curricula to produce digitally equipped LIS professionals.
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Public library professionals recommendations

“Digital skills and competencies are not static; they change rapidly due to technological 

advancements” (Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development, 2017, p. 27). As digital 

technology evolves, it is not sufficient to only enhance staff digital literacy skills but also provide 

regular training opportunities to keep up to date with new digital technologies. This study found 

that the majority of staff want public libraries to provide regular training opportunities. Public 

library staff want to keep up to date with new digital technologies to meet users’ needs (R4, 7, 

36, and 39). These findings were also reported by Martzoukou and Elliott (2016). In order to bet-

ter support public library staff, this study found that a number of staff express a desire for allo-

cating time for training, providing access to new resources, allocating a budget for training, and 

hiring more staff. In the strategic plan 2023–2027 report, Libraries Connected aims to integrate 

professional development into the annual work plan of each individual, backed by a specifically 

allocated budget (Libraries Connected, 2022). This helps staff to have time and resources for 

upgrading their digital skills. Another staff member suggests “Creating written development poli-

cies that need to be updated and reviewed regularly … ” (R38). This finding is consistent with that 

of Martzoukou and Elliott (2016) who recommended that every public library develop a strategy 

that includes specific policies for educating library staff in digital literacy and inclusive training 

through professional development. Public libraries administrators and policymakers need to take 

into account such recommendations when designing digital training strategies. By investing in 

professional development, public library staff can provide high-quality services that enhance user 

experiences.

Conclusion and recommendations

This study has shown that the majority of public library staff in England perceive themselves to 

be confident in using basic digital technology tools to support users’ basic digital needs. However, 

lack of up-to-date digital devices and software, lack of staff, lack of time, lack of funding, and 

lack of training prevents staff from providing high-quality services to library patrons. It was also 

discovered that there is a lack of knowledge of troubleshooting technical issues, emerging technol-

ogies, and programming skills among staff. Public library staff currently face challenges when try-

ing to enhance their digital skills as they do not have adequate time for professional development 

and public libraries often do not or cannot support them to improve their skills. It was also dis-

covered that staff rely on self-study to enhance their digital skills. Notably, the staff highlighted a 

need for ongoing professional development opportunities to ensure that public library staff 

remain abreast of rapidly evolving digital trends. In order to train staff, public library professio-

nals expressed a desire for allocating time for training, providing access to new resources, allocat-

ing a budget for training, and hiring more staff.
Building on the findings of this research, several recommendations for future practice are pro-

posed. The first recommendation is to include continuing professional development [CPD] that 

focuses on digital competencies in the annual work plan for all public library staff. This recom-

mendation aligns with Libraries Connected strategic plan 2023–2027. Libraries Connected aims to 

enhance team skills by incorporating professional development into the annual work plan of 

every staff (Libraries Connected, 2022). The second recommendation is that as CILIP is planning 

to create CPD and e-learning resources specifically designed to help information professionals in 

enhancing their digital skills (CILIP, 2018), it is recommended using the Essential Digital Skills 

Framework (Department of Education, 2018) as a base for designing the training programs. The 

third recommendation is that LIS schools increase their level of collaboration with professional 

bodies (such as Libraries Connected) to improve their curriculum and ensure that it helps to 

equip future public library workers with the skills required to work in the profession. This 
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recommendation aligns with CILIP’s plan to work with relevant stakeholders to create a curricu-
lum focused on digital skills for information professionals (CILIP, 2018). The fourth recommen-
dation is to give public library staff time and up-to-date digital technologies so they can provide 
high-quality services to library users. The last recommendation is that every public library needs 
to create written policies for offering ongoing training opportunities for library staff based on 
public library staff and patrons’ needs and update these policies regularly. This is quite similar to 
a recommendation by Martzoukou and Elliott (2016) who recommended that every public library 
develops a strategy that includes specific policies for educating library staff in digital literacy and 
inclusive training through professional development.

This is a small-scale study but one which offers a good indication of the digital competencies 
and the training needs of public library staff in England. Perhaps more significantly, it offers rec-
ommendations based on the perceptions and insights of those at the frontline of public library 
services. The findings and recommendations will be of value to professional LIS bodies, organiza-
tions and library schools as they seek to address the training needs of public library staff. It also 
adds to the wider evidence base of the digital skills and professional development needs of people 
working in the public library sector.
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