
129

Embracing Emerging Technologies  
in the New Normal

Libraries Staying Connected with  
Patrons During the Pandemic

Dominic Dankwah Agyei1  , Theresa L. Adu2  
University of Health and Allied Sciences

Abstract

The outbreak of the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) generated health 
and social concerns for the world. Beyond the loss of lives, the pandemic 
had social effects like lockdowns and physical distancing, devastatingly 
affecting human lives. One area of the Ghanaian economy that was severely 
affected by the pandemic is the education sector, particularly institutions 
of higher learning. Academic activities in most institutes of higher learning 
thrive and revolve around the existence of dynamic academic libraries. To 
circumvent the social challenges of the pandemic, most academic libraries 
utilised collaborative technologies to stay connected to their users. The 
motivation of libraries for choosing collaborative technologies is yet to be 
scientifically investigated in the Ghanaian setting. Thus, using the Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology II model, this study examined 
how libraries in Ghana relied on collaborative technologies to stay connected 
with users during the pandemic. In all, sixteen librarians were purposively 
selected from four libraries in the Volta Region of Ghana. Semi-structured 
interview guides with questions that sought to respond to the objectives of 
the study were used to glean data from the study participants. The data were 
thematically analysed. Few libraries stayed connected to their users. It was 
realised that Zoom, Moodle, WhatsApp, email, Microsoft Teams, Google 
Meet, and Skype were the common collaborative tools used by libraries. 
Decisions regarding the acquisition of these tools came from non-librarians. 
Performance expectancy, effort expectancy, and facilitating conditions were 
the librarians’ primary criteria for adopting these tools.
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Introduction

The central role of academic libraries in education delivery and advancement 
of knowledge can never be underestimated. According to Oluwaseyi, 
Omozaphue, Omolere and Motunrayo (2022), academic libraries help in 
achieving the missions of the universities of which they are a part by acting 
as functional allies in academic activities and providing support for students 
and faculties through the provision of information resources and technology, 
serene ambience for personal and collective activities, programmes and 
events, and assistance with information retrieval and literacy activities. 
Academic libraries have evolved over the years, particularly with the advent 
of information and communication technology (ICT), enabling them to 
seamlessly provide innovative and user-centred services to their users 
regardless of the time and location (Allen & Taylor, 2017). Furthermore, 
technology has placed academic libraries in better positions to support all 
aspects of open science, including open education resources, open access, 
research data management, e-infrastructures, distance learning, online 
reference interviews, and remotely supporting patrons (Ayris & Ignat, 
2018). The ability of libraries to rely on technology to constantly pursue 
development, adopt ground-breaking and innovative service models, and 
spur novelties (Allen & Taylor, 2017; Wenborn, 2018), has enabled libraries 
to resiliently survive many challenges, including the current Coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic (Dadhe & Dubey, 2020; Lobo & Dhuri, 
2021; Zhou, 2021).

The outbreak of the pandemic has generated health and social concerns 
for the world. Beyond the loss of lives, the pandemic has had social effects 
like lockdowns and physical distancing, devastatingly affecting human 
lives (Sikali, 2020). Notwithstanding the resilience of most library systems 
worldwide, the pandemic outbreak was seen as a major disaster that affected 
the regular operations of most libraries. In Ghana, one of the key areas 
of the sector severely affected by the pandemic is education, especially 
institutes of higher learning. Academic activities in most institutes of higher 
learning thrive and revolve around the existence of dynamic academic 
libraries. Libraries support curricula development, information literacy skills 
advancement, scholarly communication support, research data management, 
and archiving of scientific productivity, amongst other essential roles. 
The pandemic directly or indirectly affected all these essential roles that 
libraries play. 
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Progressively, most libraries found a way of responding to this 
pandemic. For instance, in separate studies by Ashiq, Jabeen and Mahmood 
(2022) and Hamad, Al-Fadel and Fakhouri (2022), it was found that most 
libraries during the disruptive pandemic period resorted to extended loan 
periods. The studies further recorded the suspension of fines and regular 
updates of library websites to stay connected with their users. Also, Harris 
(2021) reported on how academic libraries in Jamaica used the enforcement of 
government preventive protocols and the transition to online service delivery 
as strategies to respond to the pandemic. Meanwhile, Temiz and Salelkar 
(2020) observed that most libraries collaborated with other academic libraries 
and publishers to facilitate interlibrary loans and free access to databases, 
respectively. Some academic libraries utilised collaborative technologies to 
serve the needs of their diverse users and stayed connected to them to further 
circumvented the social challenges of the pandemic.

Collaborative tools include technologies that aid teamwork in achieving 
a common goal or objective (Whitsett, 2021). According to Lopes, Oliveira 
and Costa (2015), online collaborative tools help create teams composed 
of persons with different skills and knowledge, with such tools having the 
possibility to store and share information effortlessly. In the academic and 
scientific environment, collaborative tools integrate technology effectively 
into the curriculum in the project-based learning (PBL) context (Hsu & 
Shiue, 2017). Earlier studies on collaborative tools have focused on virtual 
teams in organisations (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Gibbs, Anu & Boyraz, 
2017), the application of videoconferencing to deliver education (Correia, 
Liu & Xu, 2020), telemedicine (Fatehi, Armfield, Dimitrijevic & Gray, 2014) 
and in the use of digital tools in business enterprises (Karl, Peluchette & 
Aghakhani, 2022). Amongst these tools, Zoom video conferencing, Microsoft 
Teams, Google Meet, WhatsApp, and Skype are the prevalent collaborative 
applications (apps) used for business activities and service delivery (Adipat, 
2021; Hacker, vom Brocke, Handali, Otto & Schneider, 2020; Oloyede, Faruk & 
Raji, 2022; Pratama, Azman, Kassymova & Duisenbayeva, 2020).

In libraries, using mobile devices for service delivery is a 
common practice (Siregar & Dewiyana, 2018). In the developed world, 
videoconferencing platforms were widely utilised to assist digital technology 
for patrons (McMenemy, Robinson & Ruthven, 2022). Nevertheless, in 
developing nations, deploying online collaborative tools in library service 
delivery is an area witnessing a dearth of scientific literature. A search 
through the literature on collaborative tools in libraries, notably in the 
Ghanaian academic fraternity, showed that little or no work had been 
conducted. In an era where pandemic restrictions, blended learning, virtual 
meetings, and collaborative learning and working are taking centre stage, a 
study that sought to scientifically explore how libraries stayed connected 
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with their patrons during the pandemic is imperative. This is because the 
findings of this study will serve as a guide to using technology to mitigate the 
effects of future pandemics and disasters in libraries. The study also sought to 
understand why academic libraries chose specific collaborative technologies 
for service delivery during the pandemic.

Theoretical framework

This study was guided by the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology II model (UTAUT 2) (Venkatesh, Thong & Xu, 2012). This model 
was deemed fit for this study because of its user-focused nature and because 
it comes with the synergy of the merger of eight technology acceptance 
models (Pinigas, Cleopas & Phiri, 2017). UTAUT 2 was also selected because 
of its reliability and validity. The theory informed the design of the study, 
the development of the data collection instrument, as well as the analysis of 
the data.

Methods

This study used the qualitative research design as it provided the researchers 
with the opportunity to solicit, in greater detail, responses from the study 
participants and, at the same time, helped the team to simulate participants’ 
unique feelings regarding the objectives of the study (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 
2019). A semi-structured interview guide was used as the data collection 
instrument. Using this method with the guidance of the UTAUT 2 model 
helped to fill the literature gap regarding the focus of this study. Sixteen 
librarians were purposively interviewed from four academic institutions 
in the Ho Municipality of the Volta Region of Ghana. The interviews were 
conducted via phone after the researchers had scheduled to meet with the 
participants at periods convenient to them. The decision to conduct virtual 
interviews was because, at the time, the country still had some COVID-19 
restrictions and protocols that prohibited face-to-face physical contact. 

Further permission was sought from the participants for the audio 
recording of all the interview sessions, enhancing the word-for-word 
transcription of the interviews thereafter. Four university librarians and 
twelve systems librarians (or professionals in charge of e-resources in their 
respective institutions) were contacted. The libraries included the University 
of Health and Allied Sciences (UHAS) Library (the library of a public university 
exclusively dedicated to medical education), the Ho Technical University 
(HTU) Library (the library of a public technical university), the Evangelical 
Presbyterian University College (EPUC) Library (the library of a private 
university) and Ho Nursing Training College (HNTC) Library (the library of 
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a training college dedicated to the training of nurses). These libraries gave a 
good representation of academic libraries in the country. Also, the principle of 
saturation: a situation when no additional issues or insights were identified, 
and responses began to be repetitive, making further data collection 
redundant, which signified that an adequate sample size was reached, and 
staff strength: the number of staff in the departments targeted for this 
study, informed the sample size (Hennink & Kaiser, 2019; Saunders et al., 
2018). The data analysis followed the deductive thematic analysis approach, 
which enabled the researchers to develop the themes based on the research 
questions and aspects of the collaborative tools (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 
2006). Thus, most of the themes that emerged from this study were guided by 
the research questions. 

Furthermore, participants’ phrases and sentences that were similar 
and sought to communicate the same idea were put together as codes. Eight 
initial themes emerged from the data. However, further consolidation was 
made to reduce them to six as some were related. It is important to note that 
only one of the university librarians was male, and about 70% of the systems 
librarians were men. Most of the participants had obtained second degrees 
in library and information science and related disciplines at the time of the 
study, with most of them spending a significant number of years in their 
current roles.

Results 

This section of the study outlines the findings based on the themes that 
emerged from the data. First, the findings on the reasons libraries decided 
to stay connected with their patrons during the pandemic are outlined, after 
which the common collaborative tools used for engaging with their patrons 
are detailed. Furthermore, details on what motivated the libraries to adopt a 
particular collaborative tool, the possibility of choosing an alternative tool, 
the services performed with these tools, and the criteria the librarians used in 
selecting the collaborative tools are then offered.

The decision to stay connected

The first theme sought to respond to the question: Why did your library 
decide to stay connected with your patrons during the pandemic? 

In this regard, only one academic library had a clear strategy to 
stay connected with its patrons and staff. Even with that, such a decision 
emanated from a general institutional directive. An assistant librarian in 
charge of systems at a library made the following statements:



134

Academic Libraries in Africa

For us, once there was a national directive to close down tertiary 
institutions, we went on break. Some of us did not really engage with 
our patrons during such periods. You see, I am a back-end person. I 
offer technical services, and so once the library was on break, I had 
little to do (EPUC 1).

Even though the view of EPUC 1 reflected the views of most of the participants, 
a participant from another institution shared a varied view. Below is an 
expression from him:

As a university, there was a management decision to move most 
of the university’s services [including library services] online. 
This meant that we kept a constant engagement with our patrons 
(UHAS 3).

A participant from the same library (UHAS) further clarified the earlier stated 
response:

The university librarian was proactive by first communicating to our 
patrons through our Public Affairs Directorate, our decision to stay 
connected and the various approaches they could use to reach the 
library (UHAS 1).

Another had this to say on the above theme:

No, we didn’t have any formal policy to engage with patrons. 
However, there were many instances where faculty undertaking 
further studies would call and book for some time with you so that 
you take them through some training regarding a project they were 
undertaking (HTU 2).

The lack of directive from the libraries also came with its own challenges, as a 
participant from EPUC made the following observations:

Even though there was no directive to engage with our patrons 
(which meant that we were on break), some of us kept getting 
requests, especially from our faculty, on various issues. Sometimes, I 
had to use my own Internet connection, aside [from] sacrificing my 
private time, in order to be able to respond to them (EPUC 1).
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Common collaborative tools

Another theme from the data was the collaborative tools available to 
the libraries. This theme was in response to the question: What digital 
collaborative tools are available for staying connected with your users? 

Regarding this theme, it was observed that each institution used 
between one and four collaborative tools. A participant said the following:

We did not use only one tool. What we did was to sometimes 
complement our subscribed tool with other tools, especially where 
there was a limitation with the tool. Zoom, for instance, was good for 
engaging with patrons, but we could not upload files. As a result, we 
needed to add WhatsApp to share and maintain files (UHAS 1). 

The study further observed that the common tools utilised by the libraries 
(in order of usage as provided by the participants in the interviews) included 
Zoom, Moodle, WhatsApp, email, Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, and Skype. 
A participant from HTU emphasised how Zoom was widely used: 

You know the university has a Zoom subscription. As a result, the 
library had an automatic subscription (HTU 1). 

Another librarian shared her view on this:

I think most universities through WACREN [an organisation that 
operates a cloud-hosted platform based on Zoom software which 
provides video conferencing, online meetings, chat, and mobile 
collaboration with users] have Zoom subscriptions. So yes, we used 
Zoom a lot. We also used Moodle to organise our training sessions 
(UHAS 2).

Motivation for adopting tools

For this subtheme, the question was: What factors does your library consider 
in adopting any of the collaborative tools? 

Regarding the libraries’ reasons for choosing a particular collaborative 
tool, the study found that none of the libraries directly influenced the tool 
to adopt. The study established that decisions regarding what application to 
subscribe to were influenced by the mother institution and the availability 
of the tools at the disposal of the mother institution. When a participant was 
asked a question on the above theme, he asserted the following:
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Hmm, unfortunately, the library was not involved in the decision to 
subscribe to Zoom. It was the university management that took the 
decision. And the decision was not made because of the library but to 
get a tool to serve all university services (EPUC 1).

A participant shared a similar sentiment from HTU:

Even though we used Zoom, it was never our decision. No, the 
library did not ask for that. And it is why we needed to use the free 
version of other applications like Microsoft Teams to complement the 
performance of Zoom (HTU 1).

Possibility of alternative decisions

The question: Would your library have decided otherwise with regard to the 
adoption of a collaborative tool if you had the chance? 

This question produced overwhelming affirmative answers. A 
participant had this to say:

You are a librarian yourself, right? Don’t you think that per 
the services we offer, we could get more tailored or customised 
applications? Zoom was okay, but we could not do much besides a 
few services like training and teaching (HTU 2).

I am sure that some of us would have chosen other tools than the one 
the university subscribed to. You remember I told you earlier that 
we had to resort to the functionalities of WhatsApp and, sometimes, 
Microsoft Teams ([for] which we only used the free version) before 
we could efficiently engage with our patrons. However, I must also 
say that the subscription or installation of Moodle was beneficial. 
It helped us to organise our training and teaching resources in an 
orderly form and also helped us to engage with the patrons (UHAS 3).

Services performed with the tools 

This theme emerged from the question: What key services did your library 
offer with these tools? 

The study found that most libraries used collaborative tools to engage 
with patrons for training and teaching, answering user queries, meetings and 
informing or updating the stakeholders.

The following are some responses to the theme above:
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It depends on the tool. For instance, we used the Zoom purposely for 
teaching and training, whereas the WhatsApp was used purposely for 
informing our users (EPUC 1).

Moodle was used for teaching. However, we engaged with the patrons 
via Zoom to explain further the materials we deposited on the Moodle 
(UHAS 2).

Criteria for selecting a tool where applicable 

At this point, the participants were asked: If you or your library had the 
opportunity to select digital tools to engage with your patrons, what would be 
your guiding criteria? 

Where applicable, most libraries focused on performance expectancy 
(efficiency), effort expectancy (user-friendliness), and facilitating conditions 
to make decisions regarding adopting collaborative technologies.

Yes, whenever we have our way to choose, we thoughtfully do that. 
For instance, when we decided to add the free version of Microsoft 
Teams, we considered how efficiently it was in helping us engage 
with users and add files for groups, amongst others. So yes, for me, 
the tool’s efficiency is important (HTU 2).

You see, when I want to select an app, I always think about the end 
user. I ask if they can easily use it. So, for instance, I recommended we 
add WhatsApp to our collection of tools. This was because I felt that 
nobody teaches people how to use the app. It is very user-friendly 
(UHAS 3).

Discussion

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the usual way of life. 
Business enterprises had to devise ways to circumvent this disruption by 
finding ways of staying connected with their patrons during the period. This 
study found out why enterprises like libraries decided to stay connected and 
by what means. It further sought to determine the factors that motivated 
the libraries to adopt specific collaborative tools and the library services 
performed with them. Also, the major criteria used to inform the choice of 
these tools were explored.

One of the key revelations of this study was that most libraries closed 
down during the pandemic without any formal plan of engagement with their 
patrons. In tandem with this study’s findings, most Bangladesh libraries did 
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not formally engage with their users during the lockdown periods (Begum, 
Roknuzzaman & Shobhanee, 2022). However, there are contrary findings, 
especially in the Global North. For instance, most libraries in the US decided 
to stay connected with their users by providing extended service through 
diverse means (McMenemy et al., 2022). While some used collaborative 
technologies (Cowell, 2020; Johnson, 2020; Tanzi, 2020) and kept Wi-Fi 
services on throughout the pandemic (Matthews, 2020), others also loaned 
out library electronic devices (Garcia-Ortiz, 2021; Real, 2021) in order to 
stay connected to their users. A similar observation could be made from the 
South African experience, where the approach was to embrace the change 
by harnessing the opportunity to offer remote library services (Shirley, 
Mawire & Baloyi-Sekese, 2020). In this study, only one library had a formal 
decision to sustain engagement with its patrons. In this study, the libraries’ 
decisions to remain open and stay connected to users were influenced by the 
mother institution. Thus, those academic institutions that decided to offer 
remote tuition to their students automatically enabled their libraries to stay 
connected with their users. 

Regarding the common collaborative tools used by the libraries, it 
was realised that the libraries, particularly those that formally engaged 
with their users during the pandemic, used different tools ranging from the 
Zoom video conferencing tool to the WhatsApp messaging app. The decision 
to use multiple tools to engage with users might have stemmed from the 
diverse user group of the libraries to the fact that no one tool is complete 
for library service delivery. Earlier studies, for instance, have elaborated 
on how Zoom video conferencing and Google Meet became popular and 
were used together to rescue educational activities during the COVID-19 
pandemic crisis (Adipat, 2021). Furthermore, the findings of Hacker et al., 
(2020) showed how Zoom and Microsoft Teams emerged as widespread social 
technologies to enhance togetherness as a result of their abilities to enable 
access to human activities and contacts that were restricted as a result of the 
pandemic. Based on established criteria, to confirm the findings of this study, 
Oloyede et al., (2022), identified Zoom, Skype, Google Classroom, CISCO 
Webex and GoToMeeting as the best and most common collaborative tools for 
educational activities. Thus, the findings of this study are a reflection of how 
these tools became common commodities, especially in the education sector 
in most countries. 

The participants in this study, especially those affiliated to libraries 
that stayed connected with their users during the pandemic, revealed that 
their mother institutions often influence the decision to adopt a digital tool. 
In Ghana, most academic libraries are not autonomous, relying heavily on 
their parent academic institutions for most financial decisions. As a result, 
these academic institutions try to minimise the cost of operation by acquiring 
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tools that can serve a wider scope of the institution (Ajayi, Adetayo, Gbotoso 
& Salvador, 2021; Rachman, 2020; Rafi, Ahmad, Naeem & Jianming, 2020). 
Thus, once a digital collaboration tool has been acquired for teaching, the 
library is expected to use it for its service delivery. This finding is the main 
reason why the participants in this study indicated their willingness to opt for 
alternative tools if they had the opportunity. In some instances, the decision 
to acquire such tools may not involve librarians and can affect the acceptance 
of such tools for library service delivery.

Regarding the theme of the services performed with these collaborative 
tools: the findings of this study relate to earlier studies. For instance, Umaru 
and Omame (2020) have indicated how suitable WhatsApp and Skype are 
for virtual reference services. Also, Hacker et al., (2020) confirmed that such 
tools are appropriate for numerous educational activities, including library 
service delivery. In a period of movement restrictions, tools that make 
virtual communication will be embraced by many. Thus, the acceptance 
and use of these collaborative tools during the pandemic might result from 
the convenience these tools bring to both the librarians and their users in 
overcoming the challenge of restrictions on movement. 

Finally, this study revealed that whenever the participants had the 
chance, they focused on efficiency, user-friendliness, and their belief that 
such tools can solve their problems as the key criteria for making decisions 
regarding the adoption of collaborative technologies. These three selection 
standards have been confirmed by earlier studies conducted by Onaolapo 
and Oyewole (2018) and Zainab, Kaur, Karim and Muhamad (2018) as the 
preferred reasons why individuals adopt certain technologies. 

Conclusion

Most libraries used in this study were caught off guard, as they had no 
plan to have virtual engagement with their users prior to the outbreak of 
the pandemic, resulting in most libraries not having formal engagements 
with their users. During this period, collaborative tools like Zoom, Moodle, 
WhatsApp, email, Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, and Skype became handy 
in library service delivery. The dependence on mother institutions for 
acquiring these tools resulted in the adoption of tools that the librarians 
would change if they had the opportunity. These findings are red lights for 
libraries to find alternative ways of funding (including grantsmanship) so 
as to limit the dependence on their mother institutions for such decisions. 
Pandemics will stay with us, so libraries and other stakeholders, including 
library associations, should keep preparing ahead by investing in digital 
collaborative tools. 
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