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Abstract 
The sustainability concept has been widely discussed in various fields nowadays. In Malaysia, 
sustainability is highlighted in the 11th Malaysia Plan with the focus of improving human well-
being, green environment, infrastructure that supports the Malaysian economic 
development, and the empowerment of public servants with high productivity. Sooner or 
later, all organizations in Malaysia will be implementing sustainability elements in their 
procedures. Now, it is time for libraries to be in line with this trend to ensure their existence. 
This study, therefore, seeks to identify the sustainability elements needed by rural libraries to 
sustain in the community and continuously provide information to the community. A rural 
library in Langkawi is the focus of this study. The staff, the user, and the non-user of the rural 
library were interviewed on the environmental, economic, and social sustainability elements.  
Keywords: Sustainability, Environmental Sustainability, Economic Sustainability, Social 
Sustainability. 
 
Introduction 
The National Library of Malaysia was established in Kuala Lumpur in 1972 to make library 
resources available to the Malaysian public and to act as a store for collections of national 
interest. It holds an organized collection of books, other printed materials, and special 
documents such as films and audio materials. The main functions of the National Library of 
Malaysia are divided into three, namely 1) management, 2) library development, and 3) 
information services. Meanwhile, the establishment of rural libraries in Malaysia as a social 
and cultural hub for the community has forced NLM to rebrand these rural libraries into a 
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center of community information and knowledge, which involves rural library governance, 
administration, infrastructure, and human resource.  
 
In the beginning, four new rural libraries in different states in Malaysia were chosen as a pilot 
project. These four rural libraries are well-equipped with reading materials such as books, 
magazines, newspapers, and facilities such as computers and internet connection. The 
libraries are also equipped with nice landscaping and recreational facilities to attract the 
surrounding community to obtain knowledge and utilize the library facilities for study, 
business purposes, or leisure. By December 2016, NLM had managed 510 rural libraries, 
whereas 611 rural libraries are managed by the respective state government. Although the 
Malaysian rural libraries are ministered by two different bodies (NLM and State Government), 
NLM maintains its roles by supporting all rural libraries financially and infrastructurally. The 
government of Malaysia through NLM has also shown their commitment to enhancing the 
quality of life in the rural areas by allocating an operating budget of Ringgit Malaysia (RM) 
38.377 million (USD 8.6 million) for the 510 rural libraries to strengthen the libraries’ 
infrastructure and facilities. To date, the total cumulative library collection in rural libraries is 
11,076,412 copies. 
 
The Langkawi Rural Library is a community rural library established by NLM in the year 2006. 
This rural library was constructed with a special budget allocated by the Malaysian 
Government through the National Library of Malaysia. The main objective of the Langkawi 
rural library is to encourage reading habits and fulfill the knowledge gap among the rural and 
urban communities of Langkawi. This rural library is located in the Kuah district, nearby 
Kampung Syed Nahar in Langkawi Island, Kedah. Demographically, the Langkawi rural library 
serves about 500 village people and this rural library can accommodate 40 users at a time. 
The collections available at the library include books, magazines, and newspapers. The 
wireless internet has also been provided to users to search for online information. Since a 
large number of its community are Muslims, the Langkawi rural library is located within the 
local community mosque compound, which is considered very strategic.  
 
Based on numerous studies in the context of sustainability, a rural library upholds its survival 
to ensure its continuous relevance in its community based on the three elements of 
sustainability, namely 1) environmental sustainability, 2) economic sustainability, and 3) 
social sustainability. This article discusses and offers insight into the sustainability 
development of the Langkawi rural library.  
 
Problem Statement 
Sustainability in any rural libraries is very crucial since rural libraries act as a mechanism that 
benefits its community. In general, the sustainability concept defines sustainability as fulfilling 
the needs of the current generation without affecting the future (Kuhlman & Farrington, 
2010). This term arises from the thinking of how the development of the world nations could 
be reconciled with limited resources and environmental degradation. There can be many 
sustainability elements; however, the three main pillars of sustainability are environmental, 
economic, and social (Emas, 2015; Giovannoni & Fabietti, 2014) This also refers to the capacity 
to indeterminately continue an activity that can be related to the environmental, economic, 
and social activity elements that have a variant meaning depending on their disciplines 
(Markulev & Long, 2013). Sustainability is widely considered an important part of 
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contemporary life and it is even highlighted in the 11th Malaysia Plan. Hence, this leads to the 
attention to the sustainability concept in libraries, generally, and rural libraries, specifically.  
 
There is a global phenomenon whereby rural libraries are underutilized and closed (Bakeri, 
Bakar, & Putri, 2013; Fairbairn, 2012; Jenkins, Quiroga, Quiballo, Peterson, & Sorrell, 2018). 
Some of the libraries have even transformed into Information Technology (IT) centres (Hoq, 
2015). In Malaysia, a large number of rural libraries were reportedly underutilized (Omar et 
al., 2014; Darwish & Abdeldayem, 2019). Even so, NLM and the local state public libraries 
keep doubling their effort to offer more activities and programs to the local rural 
communities. Nonetheless, sustainability is the key element of rural libraries’ survival by 
which their inability to sustain all activities and services provided to the local community will 
result in closedown and service termination as a global issue. To prevent such a situation to 
happen in Malaysia, a sustainability measurement framework should be developed to ensure 
that the rural libraries will sustain in the community. This study aims to provide a guideline 
for rural libraries to sustain within the community, based on the three sustainability elements 
(environment, economic and social). In addition, it would help rural libraries to survive and 
fully utilised by the local community. 
 
Presently, there are 1,469 rural libraries in Malaysia, 509 of which are handled by the National 
Library of Malaysia while the rest is handled by the state libraries (Rosham, 2017). Generally, 
there is insufficient literature on library sustainability and specifically on rural libraries. Karioja 
in 2013 wrote a thesis on library sustainability that focuses on ‘a green library’ environment, 
and he suggested further research on the sustainability concept with a different focus 
involving economic and social sustainability. Moreover, the International Federation Library 
Association (IFLA) is already aware of library sustainability; however, the focus is only on the 
environmental factors and not the social and economic factors. While there is insufficient 
literature on rural library sustainability, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no studies 
have focused on rural library sustainability from the following three (3) aspects: 
environmental, social, and economic. As such, a previous study has shown that there are 
many spaces for improvement of sustainability in libraries (Karioja, 2013). 
 
Literature Reviews 
This section focuses on the three pillars of rural library sustainability in this study, namely 
rural library environmental sustainability, rural library economic sustainability, and rural 
library social sustainability. 
 
Rural Library Environmental Sustainability 
Environmental sustainability, which is also known as ecological sustainability, is a provision of 
clean terminological wise such as clean land, clean water, and clean energy to establish land 
productivity as well as responsible socioeconomic factors (Morelli, 2011). It also refers to the 
condition of flexibility, balance, and interconnectedness that enable people to fulfill their 
needs without affecting the supporting ecosystems to regenerate the services necessary to 
meet the needs. In the context of this study, environmental sustainability in libraries denotes 
a practice in the aspect of the physical building structure of the libraries, such as using 
biodegradable materials and adapting such elements in the libraries’ procedures and services 
(Karioja, 2013). In Canada, the rural library building uses a standard development structural 
system called Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), which aims to ensure 
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that the building fulfills the environmental sustainability requirements. Other libraries in 
Europe have also implemented the environmental sustainability element in their physical 
building development design and integrated environmental sustainability initiatives in their 
programs and services (Townsend, 2014). 
 
Meanwhile, the International Federation Library Association (IFLA) has its Special Interest 
Group (SIG) focus on the environmental sustainability of libraries. Green libraries are the aim 
of IFLA in ensuring that the library community is environmentally aware, thereby increasing 
environmental awareness to all levels including educators and professionals. Green library 
buildings are said to be following LEED guidelines through sustainable routines such as 
recycling and decreasing the consumption of natural resources. Green librarianship, on the 
other hand, consists of green information services such as promoting Current Awareness 
Services (CAS) with reliable and current environmental information. As such, the role of green 
librarians includes creating community-related awareness regarding environmental issues 
(IFLA, 2020).  
 
Rural Library Economic Sustainability 
An economically sustainable system refers to the ability of an organization to continuously 
produce goods and services to maintain manageable levels of government income and 
external debts (Harris, 2003). Economic sustainability requires that different kinds of sources 
that make economic sense can be developed. One of the sturdiest indicators of a sustainable 
community is a healthy economy (Hancks, 2011), which means that the availability of jobs is 
sufficient for the community. Indirectly, the community will have a stable life that allows them 
to sustain. This also means that the community is ensured a continuous income for the current 
and future generations (Spangenberg, 2005). In this study, rural library economic 
sustainability refers to the fact that libraries must have control over their financial resources 
(Michnik, 2015). 
 
Most rural libraries have been facing financial problems that have brought difficulties for 
them to offer various services to the community (Dent, 2007). Consequently, due to financial 
problems, rural libraries are also unable to provide Information Communication and 
Technology (ICT) to their users. Hence, to overcome this problem, a few libraries in Indonesia 
had taken several initiatives to generate their own income (Kamarudin & Untari, 2018; Raglina 
Siti Maskurotunitsa, 2016; Rohman & Sukaesih, 2018). For instance, they conducted economic 
activities such as animal husbandry, farming, and handicraft to gain profit. 
 
Rural Library Social Sustainability 
According to Harris (2003) and Yu (2017), a socially sustainable system must achieve the 
adequate provision of social services including health and education, political accountability, 
gender equity, social equality, and fair treatment to improve social sustainability. Besides, Yu 
(2017) also emphasized health and safety as another important element of social 
sustainability, which has not been highlighted in other studies.  
 
Additionally, social sustainability can be defined as satisfying basic human needs (Jeekel, 
2017). Jeekel (2017) also highlighted four (4) orientations of social sustainability: 1) The 
development of social sustainability that provides better distribution of power, better 
housing, more freedom, better education, and more worldwide equality; 2) The connection 
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of social sustainability by creating lifestyles and environment that will enhance social 
sustainability; 3) The maintenance of social sustainability that is closely related to social 
acceptance, which also brings the idea of merging the three pillars of economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability; 4) The liberation of the social domain as the core issue without 
many relations to other forms of sustainability. In general, social sustainability in this 
orientation is seen as forming situations of social justice, fairness, and equality, as well as 
facilitating the notion that working and blooming communities can be sustained. There are 
many factors of social sustainability to consider, such as education and training, social justice, 
participation and local democracy, health, quality of life, wellbeing, social capital, community, 
safety, fair distribution of salary, social order, social and community cohesion, social network, 
social interaction, sense of community and belonging, employment, active community, and 
cultural traditions. This is also supported by Vanclay (2002), who mentioned the seven 
categories of social impacts: health and social well-being, livability, economic and material 
well-being, cultural, family and community, institutional, political, and equity, and gender 
relations. In the context of this study, the role of the rural libraries is to fulfill the social needs 
of the community. Hence, they should promote health and well-being in the community, by 
which library social sustainability should support community engagement activities among 
community members.  
 
Theoretical Gap 
Literature reviews exposed the theoretical gap in this study. First, there is few studies 
highlighted on both environment and economic simultaneously (Arya, Srivastava, & Jaiswal, 
2019; Spodick, 2016). There are very few studies have been found related to the sustainability 
of rural libraries in the aspects of environment, economic and social (Mansour, 2020). 
However, this study focus on the three elements namely environment, economic and social. 
There are insufficient literatures on sustainability in libraries generally and rural libraries 
specifically.  
 
Research Methodology 
The qualitative approach used in this study is concerned with a qualitative phenomenon that 
involves quality. The qualitative methodology appears to be the best methodology for this 
study in a quest for understanding rural library sustainability. A semi-structured interview was 
conducted to obtain information from the respondents as it enables the researchers to gain 
an in-depth understanding of the situation. The staff, the user, and the non-user of the rural 
library in Langkawi were interviewed to identify the challenges and sustainability elements of 
the rural library. The interview session was held at the library and around the library area.   
 
The Langkawi rural library is one of the multiple case studies selected for this study. By 
definition, a case study is a specific field or qualitative research method involving an 
investigation of phenomena as they occur without intervention from the researcher 
(Connaway & Powell, 2015). Yin defined a case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
between the phenomenon and the context are not evident as there will be more variables of 
interest than data points. As one result relies on multiple sources of evidence with the data 
converging in a triangulating fashion, another result benefits from the prior development of 
the theoretical propositions to guide the data collection and analysis. The researchers have 
support from the National Library of Malaysia (NLM) for this study. The NLM officer has also 
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provided information about the rural library and the staff’s contact number to the 
researchers. 
 
 
 
Data Analysis 
All of the interview data were audio-recorded, transcribed, and checked. The ATLAS.ti version 
7 qualitative software was used throughout the process of sorting, arranging, and classifying 
the data. The data were also read several times to get familiarization. Themes were then 
created using redundant data, while the infrequent nodes were removed.  
 
Findings and Discussion 
The study was done at a rural library in Langkawi. Three (3) respondents were interviewed: 
the library staff, a library user, and a library non-user. A few questions related to rural library 
sustainability were asked to the respondents. Before commencing the interview session, the 
researchers first briefed about the three (3) elements of sustainability to the respondents for 
them to understand the concept. The interview questions are attached in the Appendix. 
 
The information of the respondents is stated below. 

Respondent Gender Age Occupation 

Library Staff  Female 37 years old  Library Staff 

User Female 32 years old  Housewife 

Non-User Female 40 years old  Small entrepreneur 

Table 1: Respondents’ Information 
 
“We have participated in the communal work organized at this village. We have 
also cleaned the library. In the future, we will organize environmental awareness 
programs for the users.” Library Staff 
 
“The library has organized communal work to clean the library and the library 
area.” Library User 
 
“I agree if the library organizes activities that will increase environmental 
awareness among the users.” Library Non-User 

 
 
Based on the interview and the analyzed data, all of the respondents (staff, user, and non-
user) agreed the rural library should adopt the three elements of sustainability. They also 
agreed that the library should arrange communal work and organize activities that will 
increase environmental awareness among the community members such as a recycling 
program, environmental campaign, pollution prevention activity, and many more.  
 

“We do not have any program to assist the local economic activities yet, but we 
are planning to do so. We want to arrange for a cooking class, baking class, and 
sewing class.” Library Staff 
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“The library did not help in our economic activities, but I hope that the library 
could do that for us.” Library User 
 
“Maybe the library should cooperate with other agencies to help us generate a 
side income. They can cooperate with Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM) or Jabatan 
Kemajuan Masyarakat (KEMAS).” Library Non-User 

They also agreed that the library should play its role in assisting them with their local 
economic activities. The staff told the researchers that the library is yet to adopt any economic 
sustainability elements; however, they have the intention to do so. For example, a cooking 
class, sewing class, and baking class are their future plans to assist in the community’s 
economic activities. The user and the non-user also suggested that the library cooperates with 
other agencies such as Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM), Small Medium Enterprises (SME), and 
Jabatan Kemajuan Masyarakat (KEMAS) to help small entrepreneurs in the village. 
 

“I am aware that the rural library is the medium for the rural community members 
to get engaged with one another. That is why we organized a lot of activities for 
the local community such as sports events, coloring contest, etc.” Library Staff 
 
“The library has organized a lot of programs, but most of the programs are focused 
on the children; maybe the library could enhance their activities for the adults and 
senior citizens.” Library User 
 
“I agree that the library is a place for us to socialize, so the library must set up a 
lot of programs and activities to encourage participation from the local 
community.” Library Non-User 

 
The staff, the user, and the non-user acknowledged that the rural library is the medium for 
them to engage with one another. As such, the library had implemented social sustainability 
by organizing a lot of programs for the community such as sports events, coloring contest, 
reading campaign, Independence Day celebration, and many more. The library user also 
proposed the library to organize more programs for adults since the existing program is 
commonly for children. The library user suggested that the library organizes a cooking 
competition and floristry competition, arranges health check-ups, or organizes a religious talk 
for senior citizens. The non-user, who has not used the library due to time constraints also 
felt that the library should continuously organize programs and activities that enable the 
community to socialize.  
 
It has been proven that rural libraries need to sustain and stay relevant in the community. As 
the staff is aware of the importance of adopting sustainability elements in the library, the 
same goes for the user and non-user of the library. According to the staff, the only challenge 
was to adjust the limited budget given by NLM to organize activities. Hence, the staff told the 
researchers that they might be able to do more if more budget is allocated for the library. 
 
The staff has initiatives to provide environmental, economic, and social programs such as 
gotong-royong (communal work), skill classes, sports events, and many more. The user and 
non-user also unanimously agreed that the library should assist in the local economic 
activities. They reached the point of agreement that the library is a medium for the 
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community members to get engaged with one another. Hence, it is recommended that rural 
libraries in Malaysia implement these sustainability elements (environmental, economic, and 
social) in their procedures, activities, and programs to ensure their sustainability in the 
community. All of the respondents also told the researchers that they hope for the rural 
library to be sustained because it gives benefits to the community, especially in providing 
information. In addition, the rural library’s staff is a reference to the community.  
Conclusion 
In conclusion, sustainability elements (environmental, economic, and social) in rural libraries 
in Malaysia are very important for ensuring the sustainability of rural libraries in the 
community and providing information to the rural community continuously. In addition, this 
study will fulfill the research gap of sustainability in libraries, especially the rural libraries. The 
National Library of Malaysia (NLM), rural libraries, and librarians will get significant 
advantages in providing better services, collections, and programs needed by the rural 
community they serve, rather than standardizing them due to the different needs of each 
community. Consequently, these efforts will lead to the full utilization of rural libraries. Rural 
libraries and librarians are offered significant advantage in developing rural libraries, 
organized programs, activities, providing services and collections which will fulfill local 
community needs. An additional key contribution of this study is to create awareness among 
community to fully utilize collections and services provided by the rural library. Furthermore, 
the results would serve as a basis for sustainable development framework for rural libraries 
and will lead towards sustainability of rural libraries that could be applicable to other similar 
national/international rural library contexts. The industry will be able to utilize this framework 
as a guideline or reference to ensure rural libraries sustainability in Malaysia.  
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Appendix (Interview Questions) 
Library Staff 
1. Demographic questions (name, age, and work experience) 
2. What is your educational background? 
3. Do you understand the library policy, management, and job description of your 

position? 
4. What is your initiative towards rural library development? 
5. Do you think that the rural library has failed to serve its community? 
6. How is rural library usage? 
 
Rural Library User  
1. Demographic questions (name, age, how long has the respondent lives in the village, 

the community the respondent belongs to, type of occupation, marriage status, and 
family income) 

2. Frequency of going to the rural library. 
3. Why do you go to the rural library? 
4. Do you think that the library fulfills the environmental, economic, and social 

sustainability elements?  
5. Do you think that the location of the rural library is strategic?  
6. How about its interior design? 
 
Rural Library Non-User 
1. Demographic questions (name, age, how long has the respondent lives at the village, 

the community the respondent belongs to, type of occupation, marriage status, and 
family income) 

2. Have you been to the library? 
3. Why are you not using the library? 
4. Do you think that the library should have environmental, economic, and social 

sustainability elements? 
5. Do you think that the location of the rural library is strategic?  
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