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INTRODUCTION

By their nature, libraries of all types are closely engaged with their communities
whether it is an academic campus, municipality, health-care organization, or
corporation. Many libraries also go beyond their core mission and conduct
outreach to additional constituencies, often by partnering with outside organi-
zations and institutions. These collaborations contribute important services and
resources that frequently assist underserved populations. The role of library
managers and administrators is to provide the vision and leadership to ensure
that these outreach and engagement activities are successful. As a first step,
managers and their partners should conduct needs assessments to determine what
types of programs are needed and desired in the target community. As projects
are developed, effective, ongoing communication among partners and stake-
holders is necessary for smooth implementation and completion. Once accom-
plished, outreach programs should be evaluated to make sure that resources are
used appropriately and to plan future engagement activities. At all stages of a
project, managers and collaborators must provide transparency to all community
participants on the impact and success of the programs. The chapters in this book
offer theoretical frameworks, strategies, and case studies about outreach and
engagement projects for a variety of settings and audiences.

The volume begins with chapters on general management strategies that
provide research, methods, and concepts that libraries can follow when consid-
ering outreach programs. First, Dana L. Ladd, Emily J. Hurst, and Alisa Brewer
from Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) describe outreach programs
aimed to improve health literacy in their greater community with an emphasis on
the role of the library manager in “Library Community Health Outreach: The
Role of the Library Manager.” The VCU Health Sciences Library partnered with
the Richmond City Health District to offer a variety of health literacy workshops
for their community.

In “Building a Library Outreach Program through Community Engagement,”
Cinthya Ippoliti from the University of Denver presents a framework for library
managers that reimagines their outreach efforts to reflect a community engage-
ment perspective where readers will learn how to solicit community and stake-
holder input to plan and implement programs.

Martha Meacham, Tony Nguyen, Tess Wilson, and Abigail Mann from
health science and academic libraries offer a foundation for future research on
community partnerships in “Leveraging Community Connections: Project
Management Outreach Expertise from Health Sciences Library and
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Community-based Organization Leaders.” The authors conducted interviews
with both library and community leaders to learn what best practices managers
can follow for successful collaborations.

The next chapter, “Informing the Community Using Data Purposefully,”
describes several specific community engagement programs linked to a mid-sized
public library. Lauren Rosenthal and Heather Zabski take a look at how public
libraries can use data to inform and engage the library board and the public,
impacting funding and public sentiment.

Halfway through the book, the chapters delve deeper into specific settings and
applications for outreach. Erin Lawrimore, David Gwynn, and Stacey Krim,
archivists at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, in their chapter
“From Peripheral to Essential: The Evolution of Outreach as a Core Archival
Function,” take a look at how archival outreach has evolved in the past 100
years. At UNC Greensboro, archivists work at building both digitized collections
and physical holdings, recognizing the idea of partnership instead of university
ownership through community outreach collaboration with churches, the YMCA
and a local nonprofit aimed at supporting the needs of the local LGBTQ1
community.

David Payne from Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore in his chapter
entitled “Sharing the Same Agenda: The Public Library and the Deaf Commu-
nity,” closely examines how the needs of the Deaf Community are being met in
public libraries with a nationwide survey of members of the deaf community. The
survey identified barriers to use of the library as well as pointing out the desirable
aspects of a public library.

In “Taking Health Information to the Next level: Strategic Partnerships
between NLM and Public Libraries” April Wright and Brittney Thomas from the
National Library of Medicine, Asih Asikin-Garmager from the University of
Iowa and Susan Wolfe, a community consultant provide a wealth of information
about programs and resources available from the NLM. Public libraries can take
advantage of staff training and materials in order to provide community work-
shops to improve digital and health literacy in their communities.

In the final chapter of this volume, “Diversity Conversations: Enabling
Libraries to Serve New Communities,” Michelle Brannen, Peter Fernandez,
Thura Mack, and Molly Royse look at the University of Tennessee Libraries’
2019 organizational read program which featured Robin DiAngelo’s book,White
Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism, which helped
create diversity conversations to enable personal changes that facilitated more
effective engagement. Examples are shared regarding how the program impacted
the Libraries’ outreach efforts to three new communities, as well as details for
future iterations and plans for the program to continue to expand beyond the
Libraries.
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Building Community Engagement and Outreach is an important addition to the
literature on how libraries can work with their communities to provide critical
services and resources. It provides valuable insights about the diverse ways that
outreach can be accomplished within and through our communities and serves as
a significant resource for both library managers, their staff, and their partners.

Joanne Hélouvry
Kathryn M. Crowe

Coeditors

INTRODUCTION xix
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LIBRARY COMMUNITY HEALTH
OUTREACH: THE ROLE OF THE
LIBRARY MANAGER

Dana L. Ladd, Emily J. Hurst, and Alisa Brewer

ABSTRACT

Adults in the United States have low health literacy skills which puts them at
high risk for serious health consequences. Libraries have traditionally provided
programming on a variety of topics for patrons but barriers such as technology
and transportation access may prevent potential patrons from attending.
Librarians can help increase the health literacy skills of community members
by providing health outreach programming to the communities they serve. This
chapter examines strategies and specific examples that library managers can
implement to facilitate technology and health literacy skills through pro-
gramming in communities.

Keywords: Health literacy; community outreach; technology;
library management; health literacy; outreach

INTRODUCTION
With only 12% of US adults at a level of proficient health literacy, the US adult
population is at a disadvantage for adverse health outcomes and overall
increased healthcare costs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006).
While strategies exist for improving health literacy through the use of clear
communication techniques such as writing and communicating in plain lan-
guage, these strategies are found to be limited “pieces of a process that must be
placed in a larger community context” (National Network of Libraries of
Medicine, 2018). Compounding the health literacy problem are disparities in
access to health resources multiplied by effects of social determinants of health
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such as aging, low socioeconomic status and being part of a minority popula-
tion. Today’s technology rapidly evolves and requires patients to possess the
skills to keep pace in order to access online health information and resources
(Levy, Janke, & Langa, 2015; Sarkar et al., 2010). Addressing these factors
through cultural and community-informed health literacy strategies engages
individuals in promoting self-advocacy for health.

Libraries have traditionally provided services and programming aimed at
promoting library resources. These educational programming events may take
place in the library, at events, or in other common community spaces.
Through consumer health (health information and services aimed at the
general public) outreach programming, librarians can promote health in the
communities they serve through improving the health literacy skills of con-
sumers. Libraries can work to develop programming that will encompass both
health literacy skills and technology skills development in the communities
they serve. Library managers play a strong role in facilitating the process of
developing and implementing programs. In this chapter, our purpose is to
demonstrate through the use of two case studies the need for libraries to
participate in public health technology and health literacy outreach and the
role of the library manager in outreach support. We provide specific examples
of the librarian manager’s role in successful health outreach to the community
and strategies for providing effective health literacy outreach. Working
collaboratively to address these issues of improving health literacy and the
burden of social determinants of health, the authors of this chapter discovered
temporary and sustainable supports and solutions for the community. Each of
the project partners brings expertise, knowledge, and access to resources or
knowledge. This combination of knowledge, experience, background, and
access helped create programs that address specific social determinants of
health in a particular community.

LITERATURE REVIEW – OUTREACH
Various programs addressing health topics are provided at numerous public
libraries throughout the United States. Popular classes on technology use and
skill development are also commonplace. Seeking opportunities to combine
health literacy and digital literacy through programming and engagement
opportunities provide an intersection for knowledge transfer. Additionally,
creating strategic partnerships with community health organizations, hospitals,
and even health science libraries also leverages expertise for community benefit.
Library and project managers are key to building relationships within the com-
munity and promoting programming or expanding services. A manager must be
able to oversee both internal and external relationships, as well as aspects of the
project or program through strategic leadership. For any outreach activity it is
incumbent upon the manager to work closely with partners to create project
goals, appropriate strategies, and timelines that are informed by the needs of the
community.

2 DANA L. LADD ET AL.



A review of the literature finds that sufficient information on the man-
agement of outreach programs in libraries is significantly lacking. A 2011
review of support for outreach in academic libraries determined that outreach
efforts may be managed informally, through committees, or on an ad hoc
basis, varying from library to library. Further complicating the review of
literature on this topic is the definition of “outreach.” Outreach is broadly
defined and differs from library to library (Carter & Seaman, 2011). The
American Library Association defines the role, work, skills, and conditions of
the outreach librarian but does not readily provide a working definition for
outreach in libraries. Instead, the work description is based on librarians who
“serve a variety of people based on the environment and the population which
their library seeks to serve.” Outreach librarians also “develop new and
innovative services…” and their audience may be those who are “nonusers” of
current services or programs (American Library Association, 2021). Within
the academic library community, outreach may include the provision of ser-
vices to specific groups of students or faculty. In public libraries, outreach
may be focused on community engagement and working to provide mean-
ingful services to the general public who have access to the library. However,
the Association of Academic Health Sciences Libraries (AAHSL) defines
outreach as “service… to groups or for individuals not affiliated with the
library’s parent institution(s)” (Association of Academic Health Sciences
Libraries, 2021). This definition provides specifics not available from the ALA
and which differ greatly from the accepted use of the term in most academic
libraries.

The diverse use of the term outreach may be one reason why the management
of outreach activities also varies. Often outreach programs evolve to include
collaborators from outside the library, in which case the librarian may serve as a
project lead or program manager or library staff lead aspects of a specific pro-
gram or project.

LITERATURE REVIEW – PUBLIC HEALTH/
HEALTH LITERACY

For decades, the public health field has recognized that social determinants
surpass genetics, healthcare, health behaviors, and the physical environment to
have the greatest impact on health outcomes (Franks, Clancy, & Gold, 1993).
Healthy People 2020 defines social determinants as conditions in the environ-
ments or places in which people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and
age that affect a wide range of health, functioning, and quality-of-life outcomes
and risks (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2020). These social
and economic conditions affect and are affected by where people live.
Depending on quality of life, people living in these conditions may require
additional support to ensure they have fair opportunities (i.e., health equity).
Examples of resources that would increase health equity may include safe and
affordable housing, public safety, transportation assistance, availability of
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healthy foods, access to educational opportunities including health literacy
training, access to the internet and reliable and accurate consumer health
information (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).

Understanding the relationship between how population groups experience
social and living conditions and the roles these conditions play is not only a
public health issue but a library and community-wide concern as well. Because
they are fundamental to health, outreach program planning can and should take
these factors into consideration. Program participants often contend with unre-
liable transportation, lack of access to the internet at home, lack of experience
using technology to access health information, and lack of access to
internet-accessible devices for accessing consumer health information.

Healthy People 2020 examples of social determinants include:

• Availability of resources to meet daily needs (e.g., safe housing and local food
markets)

• Access to educational, economic, and job opportunities
• Access to healthcare services
• Quality of education and job training
• Availability of community-based resources in support of community living and
opportunities for recreational and leisure-time activities

• Transportation options
• Public safety
• Social support
• Social norms and attitudes (e.g., discrimination, racism, and distrust of
government)

• Exposure to crime, violence, and social disorder (e.g., presence of trash and
lack of cooperation in a community)

• Socioeconomic conditions (e.g., concentrated poverty and the stressful condi-
tions that accompany it)

• Residential segregation
• Language/literacy
• Access to mass media and emerging technologies (e.g., cellphones, the Internet,
and social media)

• Culture

(United States Department of Health and Human Services, 2020)

Working to establish policies that positively influence social and economic
conditions has, in turn, the capability to support change in individual behavior
and health outcomes (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).
Librarians should consider which social conditions may impact the health of their
patrons and what can be done to address them. It is important to recognize that a
library may not have the ability to address a social determinant of health alone.
The library may be able to serve as a connector or create common ground or
opportunity to collaborate with community partners who can address certain
topics more effectively.
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In addition to the social determinants of health, health literacy plays an
important role and impacts health outcomes. There are varying definitions of
health literacy but one standard definition of health literacy is, “the degree to
which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic
health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions”
(US Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). As stated previously,
only 12% of adults in the United States have proficient health literacy skills. The
risk factors for having low health literacy include: age (over the age 65); race
(racial groups other than White); education level (below high school grade level);
income (level below the poverty level); language (first language other than
English); and health status (those who report low health status). Factors such as
stress, illness, cognitive impairment, hearing/visual impairments, and medications
also impact health literacy level.

Health literacy skills allow people to successfully navigate the healthcare
environment and make appropriate and informed health decisions. Low health
literacy often leads to medication errors, reduced use of preventive services such
as health screenings and vaccinations, and ineffective management of chronic
health conditions. These factors can have serious health consequences. Patients
with low health literacy are also more likely to visit an emergency room, have
increased hospital stays, are less likely to follow their treatment regimen, and
have a higher mortality rate than those with higher levels of health literacy
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009). Health literacy training
aimed at librarians is accessible through professional organizations such as the
Medical Library Association, the Network of the National Library of Medicine
or other regional or national groups. Using skills developed through training,
librarians can develop programs focused on health literacy and partner with
community leaders to develop programs on specific aspects of health literacy that
would be of benefit to the community.

OUTREACH PROJECT CASE STUDIES
In this section we describe two outreach projects designed and implemented by
library management, university, and community partners to reduce health dis-
parities by improving health and digital literacy. We also demonstrate the library
manager’s roles through these outreach projects conducted in neighborhood
resource centers and public libraries in historically African American,
low-income, food, and resource desert communities in the city of Richmond,
Virginia.

Background

The Health and Wellness Library is the outreach arm of the Virginia
Commonwealth University (VCU) Libraries Health Sciences Library. The
Health Sciences Library serves the students, staff, and faculty on the health sci-
ences campus of VCU Libraries. The Health and Wellness Library is a library
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located in a large academic medical center for patients, their family members, and
the community to find reliable consumer-level health information. The Health
and Wellness Library provides health information services, on-site library health
and wellness information programs, and outreach to the community.

The VCU Center on Health Disparities (CoHD) is the 2005 response to
emerging evidence of barriers to equitable healthcare at the local, state, and
national levels. Through concerted efforts and programs initiated to facilitate
research, train a diverse and competent workforce, and transform disparate
communities through community engagement and outreach initiatives, the
CoHD aims to reduce health disparities and improve health across the state. By
employing a community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach to all
engagement activity, advisory, and coalition participation, the CoHD acts as a
convener bringing academic and public service representatives together in part-
nership with local neighbors and communities throughout the greater Richmond
metro area, as recognized by multiinvestigator sponsored awards and accolades
for successful transference of science into practice (e.g., university-community
developed and copyrighted e-learning modules, addressing maternally modifiable
risk factor programming named an Association for Maternal Child Health
Providers (AMCHP) evidence-based best practice, and digital literacy and con-
sumer health programming selected by the Network of the National Library of
Medicine (NNLM) for the Community Engagement Toolkit under Case Studies
and Success Stories).

Recognizing the potential of participatory strides and health literacy, partners
at VCU Libraries and CoHD combined resources of public health education,
library information, health literacy, and project management to facilitate training
and community support to benefit advocacy, navigation, and health literacy skills
development in the local community. Below are two case studies outlining the
collaborative projects.

Case Study 1: Preterm Birth Prevention Project
Preterm birth, a human birth at 37 weeks or less gestation, is the leading cause of
neonatal mortality in the United States (Damus, 2008; Tucker &McGuire, 2004).
Over the past decade, and despite a 15% decline in infant mortality, the United
States leads with the highest rates of infant mortality above all industrialized
countries (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017). Of those babies
that survive, health risks due to preterm birth are known to persist throughout life
with higher rates of chronic illness, shorter life spans, and generational risks for
future offspring. Additionally, highest rates of preterm birth are found among
African Americans followed by Native American and Hispanics with lower rates
in non-Hispanic White and Asian Americans (Tucker & McGuire, 2004). As data
suggest the need to investigate complex factors associated with preterm birth and
multifaceted interventions to reduce its incidence, community-based participatory
approaches may be one such solution (DeWalt, Berkman, Sheridan, Lohr, &
Pignone, 2004; Kramer et al., 2001; MacDorman, 2011).

6 DANA L. LADD ET AL.



The Preterm Birth Prevention Project was a five-year technology and
community-based research study to address health literacy as a potential reason
for decades of preterm birth disparities (Nutbeam, 2008; Vanderbilt, Wright,
Brewer, Murithi, & Coney, 2016; Weiner & Weiner, 2014). Because evidence
shows that most prenatal education efforts do not adequately address health
literacy or the fundamental literacy levels of many pregnant women, especially
low-income and ethnic minority women, project partners believed that
computer-assisted instruction could be a promising solution. Using standardized
graphics, videos, quizzes, and narrated audio by community-relatable avatars to
emphasize plain language and local relevance, this computer-assisted intervention
(CAI) aimed to minimize obstacles of written word and patient-provider barriers
while allowing participants to proceed at their own learning pace. Funding for
this project came from the National Institute on Minority Health and Health
Disparities (NIMHD), P60MD002256.

The specific aims of the project were: (1) to conduct a needs assessment to
identify the intellectual access factors and information needs of pregnant African
American individuals to assist them in making health-related decisions regarding
pregnancy and communicating with healthcare providers, and (2) to develop and
implement a CAI to increase knowledge of preterm birth prevention behavior.
Consistent with the principles of CBPR, intervention specifics were implemented
under the guidance of an advisory board of community stakeholders. Project
outcomes included the development of e-learning modules to communicate health
information and provide access to an online repository of local resources on
preterm birth prevention and general health. Five interactive education modules
were developed using online storyboard training software (Articulāte):

• Computer Basics: This is a crash course on computer use and navigating the
training resource. It teaches the first steps to using computers and contains
practice activities.

• Born Too Soon©: The peer health advocate’s toolkit to preterm birth teaches
what preterm birth is, why it is a problem, and behavior practices to solve the
problem.

• The Internet and My Health: This module provides information about how and
where to search online for reliable information and how to evaluate online
information for credibility.

• Let’s Talk: Provides patients and providers with health literacy and health
communication skills.

• It Takes a Village: This module contains advocacy and job-readiness skills for
community leaders.

Over 250 adults from five local health resource centers participated in the
study (Table 1). About 95.2% were African American, 78.4% were unmarried,
and 69.2% had household incomes less than $10,000. The majority of participants
identified as female (75.2%). Only 3.6% held a college degree or higher, and most
were between the ages of 25–34 years old. Most participants had given birth
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(62.8%) of which 79.2% had no experience with having a preterm birth. Results
showed an overall increase in participants’ knowledge on their assessment scores
after the e-learning modules. Differences pre- and postintervention were statis-
tically significant at alpha 0.05 level, supporting the assumption that interactive
computer-based instructional modules are an effective means of obtaining health
knowledge (Table 2).

Table 1. Distribution of Participant Demographics (n 5 250).

Variables Variable Labels n (%)

Race American Indian or Alaskan Native 2 (0.8)

Asian or Pacific Islander 3 (1.2)

Black or African American 238 (95.2)

Hispanic/Latino 0

White/Caucasian 3 (1.2)

Other (more than two races) 4 (1.6)

Marital status Single (never married) 196 (78.4)

Married 28 (11.2)

Widowed 4 (1.6)

Divorced 9 (3.6)

Separated 13 (5.2)

Household income Less than $10,000 173 (69.2)

$10,000 to $19,999 49 (19.6)

$20,000 to $29,999 21 (8.4)

$30,000 to $39,999 4 (1.6)

$40,000 to $49,999 2 (0.8)

$50,000 and more 1 (0.4)

Gender Male 62 (24.8)

Female 188 (75.2)

Education level 12th grade or less (no diploma) 105 (42.0)

High school diploma 76 (30.4)

Some college, no degree 44 (17.6)

Associate or technical degree 16 (6.4)

Bachelor’s degree 6 (2.4)

Graduate degree/professional 3 (1.2)

Age 18–24 59 (23.6)

25–34 73 (29.2)

35–44 47 (18.8)

45–54 42 (16.8)

551 29 (11.6)

Birth giving
experience

Yes 157 (62.8)

No 93 (37.2)

Preterm birth
experience

Yes 52 (20.8)

No 198 (79.2)
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