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Impact of COVID-19 on Library services  

 

Coronavirus refers to a family of viruses. COVID-19 – or Coronavirus Disease – is the infectious disease 

caused by a newly discovered type of coronavirus. As the World Health Organization (WHO) has set 

out, most people infected with the COVID-19 virus will experience mild to moderate respiratory illness 

and recover without requiring special treatment.  Older people, and those with underlying medical 

problems like cardiovascular disease, diabetes, chronic respiratory disease, and cancer are more likely to 

develop serious illness. Common symptoms include fever, tiredness and a dry cough. Other symptoms 

include shortness of breath, aches and pains, sore throat, and very few people will report diarrhoea, nausea 

or a runny nose. The best way to prevent and slow down transmission is be well informed about the 

COVID-19 virus, the disease it causes and how it spreads. The COVID-19 virus spreads primarily 

through droplets of saliva or discharge from the nose when an infected person coughs or sneezes. 

Libraries across the world are facing hard choices regarding which services to offer and how, ranging from 

minimal restrictions to full closure. We are aware that governments themselves are taking different 

approaches, sometimes ordering the closure of all institutions, delaying re-opening in certain cases, others 

indicating that life should continue as usual, and others simply leaving decisions up to library directors. 

Clearly any decision to restrict services or close a library is a difficult one and needs to be taken following 

an assessment of the relative risks. According to International Federation of Libraries Association (IFLA), 

- This is the leading international body representing the interests of library and information services and 

their users. It is the global voice of the library and information profession, several entire public library 

systems have been closed in the different countries and territories. Meanwhile, school libraries in 

143 countries have been affected by the closure of all educational institutions, while in others, at least 

some schools have been closed according to figures from UNESCO. In many of these regions, university 

libraries have been closed as well. National libraries too have not been spared the closure to the public in 

many of the countries across the globe. 

 

It is no secret that libraries in different parts of the world are facing very challenging situations, from 

broadly maintaining a full service to complete closure. Drawing on experience around the world, libraries 

and librarians are finding themselves in one of a number of situations: 

• Business (more or less) as usual in some countries, cases of the virus have been limited and 

governments have not taken any specific measures.  

• Some restrictions there are more cases, and the government response has been to limit larger 

events, as well as actively encouraging people to take extra measures to protect hygiene.  

• Minimal service in many countries there are stricter measures still, with tougher limits on public 

gatherings, specific warnings for people at risk, and closures in the most affected regions. 

•  Full closure: where measures are strictest, libraries have either been forced to close, or have 

chosen to do so following consideration of the risks to users and staff.  

• Prepare for re-opening after closure but gradually. 

On a global scale libraries response to this has been has been:   



• Reconsidering programming of different events and activities such as workshops, especially for 

groups at risk such as young or older users.  

• Starting to make plans for the gradual reopening when rules, permissions and library buildings and 

resources themselves permit this to happen safely, and making necessary changes to library 

policies. Carrying out a risk assessment, focused both on library activities and the wider situation, 

can be a key part of this. 

• Additional efforts to ensure hygiene, including through disinfecting hard surfaces and common 

areas.  

• Setting limits on the numbers of people using the library at any one time, and establishing how to 

enforce these (for example through advanced booking, ticketing, or using other means of counting 

numbers of users), as well as preventing situations where people may gather closely together, for 

example using one-way systems, limiting furniture, keeping reading rooms closed, or continuing to 

postpone programming, and keeping toilets closed 

• Implementing regular cleaning processes (including through short closures of the library), especially 

focused on surfaces where the virus appears to be able to last for longest (plastics, metals other than 

copper), or at least intensifying cleaning 

• Continuing to promote online services and resources in order to limit numbers looking to visit the 

library  

• Fully closing reading spaces and only offering the possibility to borrow or return books at a 

counter, or via a book drop. Some countries are experimenting with drive-through pick-up and 

return of books. Others are only allowing visitors who have pre-booked. 

• Considering whether to close study spaces where people may spend a longer time in the company 

of others 

• Starting to make plans for gradual reopening when rules, permissions and library buildings and 

resources themselves permit this to happen safely, and making necessary changes to library 

policies. Carrying out a risk assessment, focused both on library activities and the wider situation, 

can be a key part of this. 

Libraries may also need to consider and scale up the following: 

• Developing protocols for how to respond if someone with symptoms is identified in the library 

which are lacking in many of them including the university libraries 

• Ensuring that staff have the equipment and training necessary to stay safe, including 

consideration of screens if necessary, limiting contact as far as possible and enabling work from 

home for as long as possible, and provide regular updates.  

• Communicate clearly about all any new rules to library users, both online and onsite, and 

provide regular updates. The libraries will need to be on the forefront in the dissemination of 

health information to all. 

• Providing ongoing communication with users about opportunities to use library resources or 

services 

• Offering an amnesty on borrowed physical books, and increasing the number of eBooks users 

can borrow. 

• Preparing for potential further restrictions, for example by ensuring that all staff have the skills 

and tools to work remotely (if this is possible) and that services, as far as possible, can still be 

provided digitally. This calls for more online training sessions and workshops to educate library 

staff and the library users on the various digital communication modes to continuity in service 

delivery. 

Keep safe by exercising good hygiene and kick out COVID-19 from the libraries! 


