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Abstract
This paper examines the role of library services in addressing digital exclusion through
infrastructure provision, digital literacy initiatives, and community engagement. Using
a descriptive and interpretative approach based on secondary sources, including
policy documents, international reports, and scholarly literature, the study analyzes
key dimensions of the digital divide, inequitable access to digital infrastructure,
deficits in digital skills, and limited availability of relevant content.
The findings demonstrate that libraries in India are evolving from traditional
repositories into technology-enabled community hubs that provide free internet
access, e-resources, digital skills training, and support for e-governance services.
Initiatives such as the integration of Common Service Centres (CSCs), the National
Digital Library of India (NDLI), and alignment with Digital India and the National
Education Policy 2020 illustrate strategic institutional responses. Despite persistent
challenges related to funding, infrastructure, and professional capacity, strengthened
investment, policy integration, and inclusive service design can enhance libraries’
contribution to digital equity and inclusive national development.
Keywords: Digital divide, library services, digital inclusion, digital literacy, public
libraries, India.

Introduction

Libraries play a pivotal role in bridging India’s digital divide by providing free
internet access, digital literacy training, and e-resources, particularly in rural
areas where over 75,000 public libraries exist. Despite this, challenges like
poor infrastructure and low literacy persist, requiring strategic interventions
aligned with Digital India and NEP 2020.

The integration of digital technologies into nearly all spheres of social and
economic life has fundamentally altered how individuals access information
and public services. Participation in education, governance, healthcare
systems, and employment markets increasingly depends on access to digital
platforms and competencies. Despite substantial technological
advancement, access to digital resources remains uneven, resulting in
persistent disparities between regions, social groups, and levels of
technological proficiency (van Dijk, 2020).

Libraries have historically been institutions committed to providing equitable
access to information. In the contemporary digital environment, this
commitment extends beyond print collections to include the provision of
digital infrastructure, electronic resources, and technology-mediated
learning opportunities. As a result, libraries have emerged as important
institutional actors in efforts to reduce digital exclusion, particularly in
communities where private access to technology is limited.
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Objectives of the Study

a) To explore the key dimensions of the digital divide in the context of a
technology-driven society.

b) To examine the evolving role of library services in addressing digital
exclusion.

c) To identify major challenges faced by libraries in delivering digital
inclusion services.

d) To analyze strategic responses adopted by libraries in India to mitigate
the digital divide.

e) To highlight the potential of libraries as community-based digital service
centres.

Methodology

The paper adopts a descriptive and interpretative research approach based
onsecondary sources. Datawere drawn from scholarly publicationsin library
and information science, reports issued by international organizations such
as UNESCO, IFLA, OECD, and the World Bank, and policy documents
published by the Government of India. Relevant literature on national
initiatives, including the Digital India programme, the Common Service
Centres scheme, and the National Education Policy 2020, was reviewed. The
collected material was analyzed thematically to identify recurring
challenges, institutional responses, and best practices related to digital
inclusion through library services.

Understanding the Digital Divide

The digital divide is not limited to physical access to technology but reflects
multiple, interrelated forms of exclusion.

(a) Inequitable Access to Digital Infrastructure

Limited availability of computers, reliable internet connectivity, and
uninterrupted power supply continues to affect large segments of the
population, particularly in rural and economically weaker regions. Without
shared public access points, individuals in these areas are unable to engage
with digital services related to education, governance, or employment (World
Bank, 2021). Libraries help mitigate this barrier by offering free access to
essential digital infrastructure.

(b) Deficits in Digital Skills

Access to technology alone does not guarantee meaningful use. A lack of
digital competencies often prevents individuals from effectively navigating
online environments. “Digital literacy encompasses the ability to search,
evaluate, and apply information using digital tools” (UNESCO, 2018).
Libraries address this gap by offering guided training, hands-on assistance,
and informal learning opportunities.
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(c) Limited Availability of Relevant Digital Content

Digital participation is further constrained when online content is not
available in local languages or culturally appropriate formats. This challenge
is particularly significant in linguistically diverse societies. Libraries
contribute to inclusive access by curating multilingual digital collections and
supporting the preservation and digitization of local knowledge resources
(OECD, 2019).

(d) Social and Economic Consequences

Digital exclusion has implications for educational attainment, employment
opportunities, access to welfare services, and civic participation. When
access to digital resources is uneven, existing social inequalities are
reinforced. Libraries function as “equalizing institutions by providing shared
access to digital opportunities and trusted information support” (IFLA,
2020).

Libraries as Agents of Digital Inclusion

The role of libraries has endured a significant transformation in response to
the rapid expansion of digital technologies and the growing reliance on online
information systems. No longer limited to the custodianship of printed
materials, modern libraries have evolved into technology-enabled learning
environments that actively promote digital inclusion. By providing equitable
access to digital infrastructure, fostering digital literacy, and supporting
community engagement, libraries function as critical agents in narrowing the
digital divide and enabling inclusive participation in the digital society.

(a) Provision of Equitable Digital Access

One of the most fundamental ways libraries contribute to digital inclusion is
by offering free and open access to digital infrastructure. Public access
computers, high-speed internet connectivity, Wi-Fi services, printers,
scanners, and assistive technologies are increasingly available in public and
academic libraries. These facilities are especially vital for individuals who
cannot afford personal digital devices or internet subscriptions, including
students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, unemployed
youth, senior citizens, and rural populations. By serving as shared access
points, libraries ensure that economic status does not become a barrier to
digital participation (IFLA, 2020).

Libraries also address accessibility needs by incorporating “inclusive
technologies such as screen readers, magnification software, and adaptive
keyboards. Such provisions enable persons with disabilities to engage with
digital content independently” (Afif & Musyaffa, 2025), reinforcing the
library’srole as aninclusive public institution aligned with principles of equity
and social justice.
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(b) Facilitating Digital Literacy and Skills Development

Access to technology alone does not guarantee meaningful digital
engagement. Recognizing this, libraries actively promote digital literacy
through structured and informal learning programmes. Digital literacy
initiatives offered by libraries typically cover basic computer operation,
internet navigation, use of email and social media, online safety, and
information evaluation skills. These programmes are particularly beneficial
for first-generation digital users and individuals with limited formal
education.

Librarians play a central role in delivering these initiatives by acting as
instructors, mentors, and facilitators. Through workshops, one-on-one
assistance, and community training sessions, library professionals help
users develop the competencies required to use digital tools effectively. This
instructional role positions libraries as lifelong learning centers that “support
continuous skill development in response to evolving technological
demands” (UNESCO, 2018).

(c) Supporting Access to Education and Lifelong Learning

Libraries significantly enhance access to digital education resources by
providing electronic books, online journals, educational databases, and
open educational resources (OERs). These resources support formal
education at all levels as well as informal and self-directed learning.
Students who lack reliable internet access at homerely on libraries to access
online learning platforms, digital classrooms, and examination portals.

In the context of national education initiatives, such as India’s National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020, libraries serve as community-based learning
hubs that complement institutional education systems. By facilitating
access to digital repositories like the National Digital Library of India (NDLI),
libraries reduce educational disparities and promote inclusive learning
opportunities for diverse user groups (Ministry of Education, 2020).

(d) Enabling Access to e-Governance and Public Services

As governments increasingly deliver services through digital platforms,
libraries have emerged as important intermediaries between citizens and e-
governance systems. Librarians assist users in accessing online government
portals for services related to identity documentation, welfare schemes,
employment registration, healthcare, and education. This support is
particularly crucial for users who are unfamiliar with digital interfaces or
apprehensive about online transactions.

Libraries hosting Common Service Centres (CSCs) or similar digital service
units exemplify this expanded civic role. By combining technical
infrastructure with human support, libraries ensure that digital governance
initiatives remain accessible, transparent, and inclusive. This function
strengthens democratic participation by enabling citizens to exercise their
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rights and access public services independently (Government of India,
2020).

(e) Promoting Social Inclusion and Community Empowerment

Libraries operate as trusted, neutral, and non-commercial spaces within
communities. This institutional trust enables them to engage marginalized
populations who may otherwise be excluded from digital initiatives. Women,
senior citizens, migrant workers, and minority groups often feel more
comfortable seeking assistance in libraries than in private service centres.
Through community-oriented programmes such as digital literacy camps,
youth technology clubs, and senior citizen training sessions, libraries foster
confidence and digital self-efficacy among users. These initiatives contribute
not only to individual empowerment but also to broader social inclusion by
enabling participation in digital communication, online civic forums, and
cultural exchange.

(f) Librarians as Digital Facilitators and Knowledge Mediators

The professional role of librarians has expanded significantly in the digital
age. Beyond traditional reference services, librarians now serve as digital
facilitators, guiding users through complex information environments. They
assist users in evaluating the credibility of online information, avoiding
misinformation, and understanding ethicalissues related to data privacy and
digital citizenship.

This mediating role is particularly important in an era characterized by
information overload and the proliferation of unreliable online content. By
promoting critical information literacy, librarians help users become
informed and responsible digital citizens capable of making evidence-based
decisions (IFLA, 2020).

(g) Strengthening Community-Level Digital Participation

Through their integrated services, libraries support sustained digital
participation at the community level. Access to technology, skills training,
educational resources, and civic services collectively enables individuals to
engage more fully in economic, educational, and social activities. Libraries
thus contribute to community resilience by equipping citizens with the tools
needed to adapt to technological change.

In this capacity, libraries align closely with national and global digital
inclusion goals, including the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals related to education, reduced inequalities, and inclusive institutions.
By embedding digital inclusion within their core services, libraries reinforce
their relevance as dynamic public institutions in the digital era.

Libraries function as vital agents of digital inclusion by combining
infrastructure, expertise, and community engagement within accessible
public spaces. Through equitable access to technology, digital literacy
education, support for e-governance, and the mediation of digital knowledge,
libraries enable individuals to overcome barriers to digital participation. As
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technology continues to reshape society, strengthening libraries’ digital
capacities will be essential for fostering inclusive development, informed
citizenship, and social cohesion.

Challenges and Strategic Responses

Indian libraries face funding shortages, inadequate ICT infrastructure (e.g.,
unreliable internet in rural areas), staffing deficits with untrained personnel,
and low digital literacy among users. Rural-urban disparities exacerbate
these, limiting e-resource access and multilingual content. Policy gaps in
implementation further hinder modernization.

Financial Constraints: A persistent challenge for libraries is limited and
uneven funding, particularly in rural and semi-urban areas. Insufficient
financial resources limit investment in digital infrastructure, licensed
electronic content, and staff training, resulting in uneven service quality
across regions (Rao & Babu, 2017).

Strategic Response: Government-supported funding mechanisms, such as
those implemented by the Raja Rammohun Roy Library Foundation (RRRLF),
have facilitated the modernisation of public libraries by supporting
computerisation and digitisation initiatives. Aligning library development
with broader national digital programmes has further strengthened
institutional support.

Infrastructure Limitations: Many libraries continue to operate in facilities
that lack adequate space, connectivity, or technological equipment. These
limitations reduce their ability to function as effective digital service centres.
Indian Case Example: The placement of Common Service Centres (CSCs)
within public libraries in states such as Kerala and Karnataka illustrates an
effective response to infrastructural constraints. CSCs provide access to
online government services, digital financial transactions, and application
portals. When housed within libraries, these centres leverage existing public
infrastructure and institutional trust, thereby expanding digital service
delivery at the local level (Government of India, 2020; MeitY, 2021).
Professional Skill Gaps: Rapid technological change requires library
professionals to update their competencies continually. However,
“opportunities for structured professional development remain limited,
particularly in emerging areas such as digital pedagogy and data ethics”
(Satija, 2018).

Strategic Response: Capacity-building initiatives associated with the
National Digital Library of India (NDLI) have provided training and orientation
programmes that enhance librarians’ ability to support users in accessing
large-scale digital collections (NDLI, 2022). Strengthening continuing
education frameworks is essential for sustaining digital services.

Limited Community Engagement: In many regions, libraries remain
underutilized due to limited public awareness of available digital services.
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Social barriers, including low digital confidence and gender-based access
disparities, further reduce engagement.

Indian Case Example: The Kerala public library movement demonstrates
how sustained community outreach, digital literacy campaigns, and
participatory programmes can improve awareness and usage of library
services, particularly among women and senior citizens (Nair, 2019).

Policy and Institutional Positioning: Libraries have not always been fully
integrated into national digital and education policy frameworks, limiting
their strategic visibility.

Policy Context: The National Education Policy 2020 emphasizes digital
infrastructure, open educational resources, and lifelong learning. Libraries
support these objectives by functioning as learning resource centres that
facilitate access to digital content and educational platforms (Ministry of
Education, 2020). Strengthening policy recognition of libraries enhances
their ability to contribute to national digital inclusion goals.

Conclusion

The digital divide poses a major challenge to equitable societal participation
in India. Libraries, despite hurdles like limited funding, outdated
infrastructure, and skill gaps among staff and users, are evolving into key
digital inclusion hubs through modernization programs and community
outreach.

Sustained investments in ICT upgrades via public-private partnerships will
bolster reliable access, while targeted training for librarians and patrons
builds essential digital competencies. Integrating multilingual e-resources,
offline solutions, and schemes like Digital India, alongside accessibility
policies for marginalized groups, positions libraries as vital enablers of
informed citizenship and reduced disparities. This strategic evolution
supports India’s inclusive growth in the present era powered by artificial
intelligence.
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