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Public libraries for community building

Evidence Rating

Expert Opinion

Strategies with this rating are recommended by credible, impartial experts but have limited research documenting effects; further research, often
with stronger designs, is needed to confirm effects.

Disparity Rating
/ Potential to
Decrease Disparities

Strategies with this rating have the potential to decrease or eliminate disparities between subgroups. Rating is suggested by evidence, expert
opinion or strategy design.

Public libraries provide community members with materials, resources, services, and support to meet their information needs,
along with space to gather’. Resources often include computers with high-speed internet that can support job seekers, civic
engagement, and overall enrichment, particularly for those without home internet access. Libraries can serve as a community
gathering place by providing safe, quiet spaces for individual and group use for formal and informal programs and activities? .
Programs can include enrichment activities such as story time, arts and crafts, or exercise classes, as well as supportive
programs on topics such as financial literacy, food security, or housing information®. Public libraries can partner with social
support agencies and organizations to connect patrons with services and may also host these partners on-site’. Public libraries
inurban, suburban, and rural areas can receive local, state, and federal funding from governments and philanthropic
organizations>.

What could this strategy improve?

Expected Benefits Potential Benefits
Our evidence rating is based on the likelihood of achieving these Our evidence rating is not based on these outcomes, but these
outcomes: benefits may also be possible:

¢ Increased community involvement e Improved access to social services

e Increased social capital e |ncreased civic participation



What does the research say about effectiveness? —

Public libraries are a suggested strategy to increase community involvement? 3¢ 7-8.? and social capital® ¢  among patrons

of library resources, gathering spaces, and programming. Additional evidence is needed to confirm effects.

Public libraries may increase community involvement through participation in formal and informal activities and meetings,
along with unplanned interactions®’, which may increase social inclusion?. Public libraries may also encourage patrons to use
materials and forms of technology that are new to them (available on-site and often for checkout), such as computers, tablets,
and e-readers, which may reduce the digital divide between older and younger users as well as those with lower and higher
incomes?. Experts suggest that resources and support available in public libraries such as assistance for small businesses,
career resources, and access to government and community services, may contribute to community involvement®. Public
libraries can provide a natural hub for community partners and local stakeholders to come together to discuss and address
community needs'’. Additional research is needed about how libraries enhance reading, democracy, and culturein a
community?.

In public libraries, patrons meet and interact across different stages of life and socio-economic status through both formal
and informal activities, which may build trust and increase social capital?. Public libraries may increase community
collaboration by offering free, accessible, universally available meeting spaces and services, information and technological
equipment, and supporting literacy skills for all ages“. Public libraries may support vulnerable populations, including
refugees, by providing information and services that help them adjust to their new community; these efforts may increase
trust, social capital, and community involvement®. Public libraries may also be used as cultural spaces to share local
Indigenous knowledge such as languages, traditional tools and techniques, and for culture preservation®.

Through community-based partnerships, public libraries may improve access to social services, whether by having social
workers located on-site, social services training for library staff members, or linking library patrons to community-based
social service partners’. Additional research is needed about how social services may be offered in libraries, particularly as
the compounding social issues of poverty, trauma, and mental health challenges continue to grow’ 7. Experts suggest that
partnerships between libraries, public health agencies, health care systems, and policymakers are needed to expand
infrastructure, programming, and training to meet the needs of all community members utilizing library services’. Public
libraries may also serve as shelters and resource hubs following natural disasters, coordinating with and leveraging their
resources for use by first responders and other emergency services'> 1%,

Public libraries are generally perceived as trusted public institutions and are intended to be politically impartial®. Recent
research has shown no significant relationship between public library usage and political affiliation“. A Tennessee-based
study suggests that offering voter registration assistance and election information at libraries may increase civic
participation®>.

How could this strategy advance health equity?
This strategy is rated potential to decrease disparities: suggested by expert opinion.

Public libraries are a suggested strategy to reduce disparities in access to resources, services, and public spaces for
community involvement among residents with low incomes, youth, older adults, rural residents, and other vulnerable
populations (e.g., veterans, immigrants, refugees, individuals experiencing homelessness, etc.)” & %23, Public libraries offer
materials, resources, and services free of charge, which increases access to information and broadband for patrons with low
incomes and can reduce the digital divide between people with higher and lower incomes’. Public libraries are a safe, free
space for children to go for educational activities such as homework assistance and tutoring or for social activities such as
story time, creative programs, and video games®. Youth from disadvantaged backgrounds may experience greater benefits
than more advantaged peers’ 7. However, additional research is needed regarding how public libraries may best meet the
resource and information needs of LGBTQ and gender variant youth?*. Creating additional library branches or establishing
mobile library branches in communities with larger populations of minoritized residents or residents with low incomes may



bring materials and programming directly to underserved neighborhoods2°. Some community members, such as those
experiencing homelessness, may seek out public libraries as a safe, climate-controlled place to take refuge from weather? and
to access resources and connect to social services’.

Public libraries are designed to welcome residents from across a community, regardless of race, ethnicity, socio-economic
status, age, or gender, which may promote social interactions across groups and bridge cultural gaps? /. Experts suggest that
public libraries may increase social capital within a community, especially among individuals with low incomes, older adults,
parents of small children?, and individuals with mental health and substance use conditions? and may also increase trust in
society!L. Through collaborations with social services providers, public libraries may connect patrons, including rural
residents, with critical forms of social, financial, or medical assistance and to partners located on-site or in the communityl’ 6,
Public libraries can offer specialized resources, programming, and services for older adults” 2 and veterans, which may
include large print materials along with designated spaces to gather as a group or to meet with counselors or on-site social
service providers?’.

Experts recommend that librarians have backgrounds similar to the community to facilitate relationship building, which may
increase trust in public libraries both as institutions of learning and community support’.

What is the relevant historical background? —

Following the Revolutionary War (1775-1783), public libraries were established to address the public’s demand for
literature and to keep pace with the educational movement spreading across the nation?®. The first tax-supported
library was established in the city of Peterborough, New Hampshire in 183327. The U.S. had more than 3,500 public
libraries by 1920, in part through funding provided by industrialist and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie. Carnegie’s
funding helped establish over 2,500 libraries worldwide??. Yet, some communities, particularly in the segregated
Southern U.S,, rejected Carnegie’s funding based on the assumption that these grants would stipulate admittance
regardless of race®°.

State and local racial segregation laws prevented Black individuals from accessing public libraries and many other public
facilities well into the 1960s. Segregated libraries were established for Black individuals after the Supreme Court upheld
the 1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson decision that “separate but equal” facilities were constitutional; however, these libraries
did not receive equal amounts of funding or resources° . Protests over many years influenced three critical events that
led to the desegregation of public libraries: the Supreme Court ruling of Brown vs. Board of Education, the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965°% 32, Although segregated libraries legally ended, many public libraries in
formerly redlined, segregated neighborhoods and rural communities still struggle with limited budgets and have fewer
resources than public libraries in more affluent areas®3 34,

Some state and local governments have attempted to reduce public library staff and funding in response to librarians’
refusal to censor and remove materials regarding history, race, gender identity, sexuality, or reproductive health®>. In
2023, the American Library Association reported 695 attempts to censor library materials; most challenges were to
books written by or about a person of color or a member of the LGBTQIA+ community>®.

Equity Considerations _

e What would equitable funding for public libraries by your state or local government look like? What should
policymakers consider when making funding decisions?

e Who uses your public library? How easily accessible are your local libraries for all members of your community?
How can your community ensure materials, resources, services, and programming address the needs of those who
would benefit the most?



e How can your public library partner with local social workers, policymakers, public health, health care systems,
local governments, or academic libraries to offer additional services?

e Does your public library’s activities and programming reflect the voices and interests of all local residents? What
efforts are needed to create inclusive environments?

Implementation Examples —

As of 2023, there are over 9,200 public library systems and 16,500 public library buildings nationwide ', offering access to
billions of books and providing services to communities, including broadband internet’. The number of libraries in a
community varies, particularly the distribution between urban and rural areas, while the size of libraries and available
resources depends upon funding®.

Public libraries may establish partnerships with local social service agencies and organizations to meet the broader social and
mental health needs of their communities. The Chicago Public Library (CPL) System partnered with AMITA Health to develop
the Social Worker in the Library Program to address the needs of patrons experiencing homelessness, mental illness, and
other challenges'®. Additional partnerships with local government and the Chicago Department of Public Health established
permanent funding for mental health services and programming, available at CPL locations across the city!?20. 21,

Some public libraries are incorporating knowledge shared by mental health professionals into programming and services for
patrons. Public libraries in San Diego are training librarians in mental health first aid to identify mental health-related
symptoms and administer de-escalation strategies. In New York City, public libraries’ partnerships with mental health
programs are increasing public access to mental health information and support?2. Many libraries also offer naloxone kits for
opioid overdose reversal that patrons can take home as one way to address increased substance use in their community?2.

Implementation Resources —

¥ Resources with a focus on equity.

ALA-Community engagement - Public Library Association, a Division of the American Library Association (ALA). Community
engagement & outreach.

NYPL-Community resources - New York Public Library (NYPL). Community resources.

SLNC-Community engagement - State Library of North Carolina (SLNC). Community engagement: Public relations, outreach,
volunteers/friends of the library.

MCLS-Extension - Monroe County Library System (MCLS) Outreach Department. Extension/outreach services: Bringing
library resources to under-served members of our community. Rochester Public Library, Rochester, New York.
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