
9

YAHYA AYDIN

Comparing University Libraries in Different Cities in 
Turkey with regards to Digitalisation and the Impact of 

the COVID-19 Pandemic

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many universities worldwide halted face-to-face ed-
ucation and instead began focusing on distance learning/education. Accordingly, it is 
necessary to consider the impact of this new digital era in terms of access to univer-
sity libraries. Thus, the aim of this paper is to examine the digital services provided 
by university libraries in general and the solutions they have proposed to overcome 
the impact of COVID-19 on the higher education system in particular. To this end, 
secondary data from 30 selected state universities related to their library services, as 
accessed from their websites, is analysed to clarify the suitability of the existing dig-
italisation process in Turkish universities. It was found that digitalisation effectively 
equalises these different universities in terms of access to resources, regardless of 
their history/ranking/ structure or the cities they are physically established in.
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1. Introduction

Internet access and its active use is one of the most important changes that humanity 
has experienced since the mid-1990s (though especially since 2010). In 2020, 59% of 
the world’s population (4.54 billion) could actively gain internet access (Kemp 2020). 
According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (2021), 92% of the Turkish population in 
2021 had access to the internet, with the associated data suggesting a constantly rising 
trend. Furthermore, given the current COVID-19 epidemic, this percentage, or its prev-
alence of use, will likely have increased and will further continue to increase post-2021 
as people need to go online to meet their varied demands and needs in many different 
areas, ranging from their work and education needs to entertainment, and more.

The accessibility, cost, distribution, sharing and accessing of information, data, 
resources, services, smart services (Chen 2012; Temiz and Salelkar 2020) are key 
points to comprehend the popularity of and the opportunities offered by the inter-
net in the contemporary world. In terms of libraries as the focus of this paper, it is 
clear that while libraries have long been crucial to learning, the role of digital librar-
ies has become increasingly key in learning at all the different stages of education 
with the rise of the internet era (Marchionini and Maurer 1995). Digital libraries 
allow users to access sources of information at any suitable time and place (Abi-
farin et al. 2019) and without differentiation between (in)formal and professional 
learning (Marchionini and Maurer 1995). With digital libraries, any limitations with 
regard to time and place are effectively negated, but, perhaps far more importantly, 
the contribution they makes to reducing inequalities in society is perhaps one of 
the most significant contributions made by this digitalisation (Abbasi and Zardary 
2012). While digitalisation within education is not itself a new concept, especially 
with regard to libraries and library services, the extent and pace to which this has 
enhanced such access, both worldwide and in Turkey, are unprecedented.

According to official statistics, the number of new libraries in Turkey is increas-
ing every year, and in 2019, there were 610 university libraries, among 32,411 librar-
ies in total, in Turkey (Turkish Statistical Institute 2019). As Table 1 below illustrates, 
there has also been an exponential increase in library resources, especially digital 
resources.

Number of books Number of e-books

2015 15.3 million 86.4 million

2016 15.2 million 87.1 million

2017 16.4 million 83.2 million

2018 17.6 million 92.0 million

2019 17.9 million 98.3 million

Table 1. Number of books and e-books available at university libraries between 2015 
and 2019 in Turkey (Sources: Turkish Statistical Institute (2019))
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One should note in particular that these statistics were produced before the COV-
ID-19 pandemic effectively forced an almost complete digitalisation of such resourc-
es, so the numbers are likely to be much greater now. Based on this, digitalisation 
has rapidly become more popular in the university education system and for stu-
dents to access literature sources.

2. Background Discussion

Digitalisation has become a significant trend in both social and scientific disciplines. 
The ability to access the right information, sources, and data is not always possible, 
or at least not practical, in physical-only libraries; so, digital libraries offer an alter-
native way to quickly and easily access a significant number of sources (Abifarin et 
al. 2019). Based on this, regardless of the quality of one’s university or institution, or 
its ranking or history, if one has appropriate permission and an internet connection, 
it is possible to access the same sources as any student from any part of the world. 

Many studies on COVID-19 have widely discussed its effects, or possible effects, 
on today’s world and the near future, especially in the fields of medicine/health 
(Bonadio and Baldini 2020), economics (Makridis and Hartley 2020), and politics 
(Bond and Gostyriska-Jakubowska 2020). Additionally, distance education (Özer and 
Suna 2020) has been extensively discussed as a result of COVID-19; in particular, the 
associated need for distance education, and the difficulties of achieving this, such 
as the need to adopt new systems, as well as the opportunities and difficulties from 
developing distance education systems and their use in universities. However, both 
lecturers and students or researchers already use online libraries to access materi-
al and sources to prepare their homework or to support their research. Therefore, 
there is a vital need for research to focus on libraries in terms of the aspects of 
digitalisation within a compulsory distance education environment. Consequently, 
this study compares 30 different state universities established at different times and 
in different parts of Turkey. The aim of this research is to answer the following two 
research questions:

	– How is the COVID-19 pandemic affecting universities’ digital libraries?
	– How are digital libraries organised in universities in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic?

3. Methodology

In this paper, secondary data analysis, as a subcategory of a qualitative method, was 
relied upon to collect and analyse our data. This method is preferred to better an-
swer the research questions of this paper due to the COVID-19 lockdown/limitations 
and the availability of digital data. The official statistics used are mainly derived 
from 30 selected state universities’ library websites. This method allowed us to over-
come the time, funding, and transportation limitations (Clarke and Cossette 2000; 
Bryman 2008) of performing this research during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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As noted above, 30 different state universities in different parts of Turkey were 
included as case studies to address the research questions. The data collected from 
their library websites was analysed from a comparative perspective. The 30 univer-
sities are: Afyon Kocatepe University, Akdeniz University, Ankara University, Anka-
ra Haci Bayram Veli University, Ankara Yildirim Beyazit University, Artvin Coruh 
University, Atatürk University, Bingöl University, Boğazici University, Ege University, 
Gazi University, Hacettepe University, Hakkari University, Hatay Mustafa Kemal Uni-
versity, Iğdır University, İnönü University, İstanbul University, İstanbul Medeniyet 
University, İstanbul Technical University, Karadeniz Technical University, Mardin 
Artuklu University, Mersin University, Middle East and Technical University, Muğla 
Sıtkı Koçman University, Selçuk University, Sinop University, Sivas Cumhuriyet Uni-
versity, Social Sciences University of Ankara, Trakya University, and the University 
of Health Science, and can be seen in Figure 1.

The level of internet access in Turkey is reach to 92% in 2021 (Turkish Statistical 
Institute 2021). Like other universities in Turkey, these universities provided digital 
library access before or during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the inclusion 
of these universities, which were established in different times ranging from 1926 
to 2017, allow comparisons to be made in this regard as well. In other words, these 
different examples allow the impact of digitalisation on historically or recently es-
tablished universities’ library systems to be clarified. Additionally, these universities 
are in either the top fifteen or last fifteen ranking universities in Turkey’s higher 
education system. Specifically, these universities clearly have different histories, 
rankings, and locations, giving a diverse sample set.

Figure 1. Location of the included universities in Turkey  
(Sources: Figure created by author via Google Maps)

The data produced from the above-noted universities’ library websites was organ-
ised and analysed using the thematic analysis technique. Accessibility of the physical 
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libraries, accessibility of the digital libraries, and accessibility of the resources were 
the key themes gleamed from the original data. At this stage, with the help of the NVivo 
analysis program and by minimizing any relevant data that might be missing, a sys-
tematic analysis was performed (Bryman 2008) to identify the key points and to inform 
the discussion of the existing data. The following section focuses on these findings.

4. Accessibility of Physical Libraries

The COVID-19 pandemic has deeply affected universities with regard to the provi-
sion of library services to their students. The above-listed university libraries (in 
section 3) have been experiencing severe difficulties and limitations since the first 
case of COVID-19 was recorded in Turkey in March 2020; indeed, during the lock-
down from March 2020 to June 2020, they were even completely closed. They later 
reopened, but with new regulations in place, such as the need to ensure a minimum 
distance between study tables, a limited number of users, and limited opening times 
(usually working hours on weekdays), and the need for prior appointments/registra-
tion before any visits. This is in direct contrast to before the pandemic, when most 
university libraries were accessible 12 to 24 hours per day and were typically open 
during the weekends as well.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is quite clear in terms of the physical ac-
cess to university libraries. The rules and organisation of library routines (e.g. limit-
ed working hours, the required distance between study tables, the number of users 
at any one time, and postponing the due dates of borrowed sources) have been al-
most universally adopted regardless of the university’s history, location, number of 
students, and independent structure or organisation.

5. Accessibility of Digital Libraries and Resources

This section also confirms the similarities between the selected 30 universities’ prac-
tices due to the COVID-19 outbreak and their solutions to such in terms of the ac-
cessibility of their digital libraries. All the universities in our cohort allow and even 
actively promote access for their students and academic staff to digital resources 
(e.g. articles and e-books). These situations have emerged as alternative ways to 
overcome the negative impact of the COVID- 19 pandemic on libraries.

All the universities have agreements allowing access to key resources in academ-
ia, such as Sage Journals, Proquest Central, Jstor Books, e-Book Academic Collection, 
and Cambridge Journals Online. These kinds of resources are available and acces-
sible in all the listed universities. Additionally, almost all the universities (such as 
AYBU, ASBU, and METU) prepared listings for their users, giving new open access 
resources to users due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These extra resources include 
those from Turkey itself and from around the world as well.

At this point, it is important to note that while the digitalisation of university librar-
ies had already started before the COVID-19 outbreak (see Table 1), based on the num-
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ber of new agreements in place (e.g. with journals and the membership of e-books 
websites) and announcements on university websites, it is clear that the digitalisation 
of university libraries has been increasing at a rapid rate during the pandemic, re-
gardless of the universities’ history, ranking, or city they are physically established in.

Another significant point is that all university libraries have now organised on-
line education seminars, meetings, or activities about how to use key programs (e.g. 
EndNote, Mendeley, Turnitin, academic writing, presentation skills, publishing high 
impact factor journals) and websites (e.g. Web of Science, ProQuest, Wiley, Sage) 
more productively. These organised programs are vital for both students and aca-
demics to optimise their usage. Without time and place limitations, the library staff 
have organised these kinds of events to interact with user, to give instruction, and 
to help solve the issues being experienced by their users. Additionally, all university 
libraries now recommended communication via email due to their limited working 
hours and the ongoing risks posed by the pandemic.

Finally, some of the examined Turkish universities teach in English as well 
and because of that, there are many international students/academicians in these 
universities. However, typically the university libraries’ English version websites 
are not as well organised as the Turkish versions. Furthermore, there are not so 
many events organised by the universities librarians in English. This situation has 
emerged as an issue for the international students and academics wishing to access 
the opportunities provided by the libraries in these universities. To provide equal 
opportunities for all users, universities must solve this issue.

6. Discussions and Conclusion

In this study, the above-noted university libraries were examined to address the two 
key research questions. The 30 universities that were included as the study cohort 
were established at different times, and mostly in different cities in Turkey and have 
different rankings and so represent a diverse body. While some of them have quite 
long histories as part of Turkey’s higher education system, a significant number in 
this list were only established within the last ten years (i.e. since 2010). These uni-
versities are mostly different to the older universities in terms of their rankings and 
student/academic staff numbers.

This paper has clearly demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic affects all the 
universities established in a given country (here, Turkey), even though they may be 
located in different regions and have different histories and backgrounds. Before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, it was normal to discuss the quality of university libraries 
in terms of their physical environment, available resources, or their organisation. 
However, with the pandemic, all university libraries in Turkey remained closed for 
a significant period of time (from March to June 2020) and then reopened, but for 
only a limited time with additional new and similar restrictions and rules for all. 
The structure and physical environment of such libraries has now becomes less im-
portant and at the same time less accessible to university library users during the 
COVID- 19 pandemic.
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However, as noted when discussing the general situation about these universities 
in the beginning of this section, while there are significant differences between these 
universities, they all use the same digital tools and platforms to give their users the 
opportunity to access the same kinds of resources from their homes, or otherwise 
outside the physical environment of the university, in response to the COVID-19 re-
strictions. This effectively has equalised these different universities to some degree, at 
least in terms of accessing resources, regardless of their history, ranking or structure.

However, in the modern internet era and with digitalisation now a common 
theme, the gap between the universities has been decreasing when considering ac-
cess to resources and information. With the COVID-19 pandemic, this has become 
even more apparent and most probably experienced by many students, researchers, 
and academicians, both in Turkey and, indeed, the rest of the world. Library digital-
isation is emerging as an opportunity for all universities, both those established in 
Turkey and in different parts of the world, to compete on a level footing regardless 
of their establishment date or the library’s physical structure. This situation can be 
used as an opportunity to reduce any gaps or inequality between different contem-
porary universities and users as well.
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