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The project we ended up with was a toolkit to help library staff fill the information 
needs of low-income and unhoused patrons:

When we started this project, we wanted to examine how to better serve low income, and 
homeless individuals through programming, rotating community agency visits, either via 
monthly tabling or office hours. 

HOWEVER…we quickly ran into issues:

● How do we find community agencies?

● How do we contact these agencies?

● How do we know which service categories are most needed?

People Need Systems:

Structured Support Toolkit for Libraries Serving Unhoused and Low-Income Patrons

Initial Goal



Steps Taken

How do frontline workers feel 
about what’s being asked of them 

& their ability to help?

SURVEY LIBRARY STAFF

How do outside professionals find 
other services?

INTERVIEW SOCIAL 
SERVICE PROFESSIONALS

What do other library professionals 
say about social services in the 

public library?

LITERATURE REVIEW



. .

Survey Results



Most Common Needs

● Housing Instability

● Food Insecurity

● Financial Hardship

● Access to Social Services

● Technology Access tied  to survival needs (benefits, 

jobs, etc)

Libraries are functioning as information access points 

to survival services.

Some programs, like community pantries, are set up in 
public libraries…but if a public library wants to network, 
where do they start?

Howland Public Library

Types of Information Needs



Response level is based on the complexity of information needs, not the individual.

SUPPORT LEVEL PATRON NEEDS STAFF ROLE FOLLOW-
UP

LEVEL 1:
Independent Support

Patron can act independently 
with basic information

Provides resource lists, 
emails, phone numbers, other 
basic guidance

No follow-up required

LEVEL 2:
Assisted Navigation

Patron needs help 

understanding or accessing a 

resource

Helps with forms, calls, and 
applications, provides private 
meeting spaces as allowed

Limited or none

LEVEL 3:
Supported Referral

Patron requires outside 

professional or ongoing 

support

Warm hand-off to outside 
professional, On-site services 
offered if available

Document referral;
no case management

Levels of Support



Tier 1:

On-Site Partner Services

Tier 2:

Referral Network

Tier 3:

Self-Service Resources

Scheduled community 

organizations providing direct, 

in-person support

Examples: housing clinics, food 

access programs, benefits 

enrollment

Independent access tools for 

patrons at any time

LibGuides, print handouts, 

public directories

Trusted external agencies staff 

can reliably connect patrons to

Warm referrals, phone 

connections, appointment 

scheduling, internal resource 

lists

Libraries may use a combination of tiered partnerships as resources and circumstances allow.

Tiered Partnership Model



Emergency Shelter
& Crisis Housing

Health Care
& Mental Health

Legal Assistance

Housing Assistance
& Navigation

Benefits
& Financial Assistance

Case Management
& Social Service Navigation

Food Access, Hygiene
& Basic Needs

Employment
& Workforce Development

Specialized Populations
(Veterans, Senior citizens)

Core Service Categories



STEP 1
Find the Organizations

● Community/Networking events
● Word-of-mouth
● Googling

STEP 2
Find Specific People

● Find contact info for specific names/positions

○ Websites, business cards, articles, word-of-mouth

● How do they prefer to be contacted?

STEP 3
Just Do It

Write the email, make the phone call!

Connecting With Community Agencies



The Rotating Partnership Schedule



Referral Network



Name: WebJunction

Publisher: OCLC, Inc.

Webaddress: 

https://www.webjunction.org/home.html

Training Topics: Libraries services, library 

management, staff development

Paid or Free: Free

Name: Infopeople

Publisher: Part of Califa Group

Webaddress: https://infopeople.org/

Training Topics: Libraries services, library 

management, staff development

Paid or Free: Free

Name: Homeless Training

Publisher: Empathy Studios, LLC.

Webaddress: 

https://homelesstraining.com/

Training Topics: De-escalation, crisis 

situations

Paid or Free: Paid

Name: Mental Health First Aid USA

Publisher: National Council for Mental 

Wellbeing

Webaddress: 

https://mentalhealthfirstaid.org/

Training Topics: Adult and youth mental 

health first aid

Paid or Free: Paid

Some Recommended Trainings

https://www.webjunction.org/home.html
https://infopeople.org/
https://homelesstraining.com/
https://mentalhealthfirstaid.org/


● Policy & Procedure advice for setting 

boundaries

● Staff buy-in advice

● Evaluation & Continuous 

Improvement advice

● Partnership Inquiry scripts

● Partnership Contract template

● Quick reference sheet

● Example Flowchart

Toolkit and full survey results will be available online.

Other Topics in Toolkit
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Questions?

Toolkit & Handouts
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