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Project Overview

● Why are libraries logical partners for public health?
● Why are the opioid crisis and food insecurity important issues in public health?
● How are libraries across the state of PA addressing these priorities?
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What is the Healthy Library Initiative (HLI)?
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● Based in the Center for Public Health Initiatives
● Interdisciplinary team that is dedicated to improving public health
● Partners with institutions, organizations, non-profits, and libraries to assess and meet 

the needs of the community



How and why did HLI come into existence?
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How and why did HLI come into existence?
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Why are libraries logical partners for public health?
● 1.5 billion annual in-person library visits nationwide 
● 50% of Americans live within two miles of a public library
● Most Americans live closer to a library than a hospital
● One third of questions to reference librarians are questions about health
● Libraries are free and open to all, with a commitment to equity
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Morgan et al. Health Affairs, 2016



Annual visits in the United States: Doctor’s office vs. Libraries
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American Library Association, 2015, CDC, 2017
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What can we learn from libraries? 
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The South Philadelphia 
Community Health and Literacy 

Center

● primary care
● recreational center
● Free library branch
● social services



What can we learn from libraries?
● HLI conducted a community needs assessment in South Philadelphia
● Interviews library staff and community residents to understand biggest health and social 

needs
● Library staff and community residents identified the same issues:

○ Homelessness and housing insecurity
○ Immigration
○ Child and family trauma
○ Substance use and mental health 
○ Food insecurity
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Background & Significance
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Why are the opioid crisis and food insecurity relevant to health?
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● Our nation currently lies in the midst of the deadliest opioid crisis in its history
● Drug overdoses continue to claim upwards of 65,000 lives per year. 
● Overdose mortality rates outnumbering deaths caused by motor vehicle accidents 

and gun violence

The NY Times, 2017



Philadelphia has the highest overdose death rate of the top 10 largest U.S. 
cities 

16CDC Wonder, 2016.



1,217 people died of drug overdose in Philadelphia in 2017
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Source: PDPH



Overdoses occur in all Philadelphia neighborhoods
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Overdose 
deaths 
2017

Source: PDPH



● 12% of Pennsylvania public libraries experienced at least one drug overdose on-site in the 
prior year

● 50% of librarians reported helping a patron with issues related to substance use or mental 
health in the prior month

● Nearly 3,000 libraries can expect to have an on-site overdose in the next year
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Impact of substance use on libraries

Health Affairs, 2016
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Can we reverse overdoses?
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Naloxone/Narcan

25



How does naloxone (Narcan) work?
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Study Aim

To understand how public libraries across PA are working 
to address the opioid crisis and food insecurity. 
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Methods
● Cross-sectional survey design
● 25% random sample of all libraries in Pennsylvania
● Administered by phone using REDCap data collection software
● Follow-up qualitative interviews with willing participants
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Survey Script

34



Preliminary Results
Participation Rate: 91.7 %
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Overdose Response

Think about the most recent time 
someone overdosed in your library, 
who helped?
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Libraries Offering Meals to Patrons During the Summer Libraries Offering Snacks to Patrons During the Summer



Other Roles
● Literature review on food insecurity in working age adults.
● Review of naloxone training videos available online to inform naloxone 

trainings for libraries. 
● Development of study protocol to investigate how active bystanders would 

search for online information for how to reverse an overdose. 
● Completion in naloxone training
● Develop and deploy a survey for library staff in PA
● Through partnership with the Philadelphia Inquirer to encourage more 

Philadelphians to carry naloxone; conducted street intercept interviews 
that will be featured on the website the team created. 
https://phillyrespond.cloudshopstudios.com/
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https://phillyrespond.cloudshopstudios.com/
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“It’s like . . . Narcan is CPR in a can [or] in a tube. . . . And it brings them right back 
to life if they’re fortunate.  [Narcan] gives them a second chance at life.”  39
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“Well, it’s also concerning how I don’t know that much about it and that it’s a 
widespread epidemic and that it’s going to affect our lives in the future and the 

future of the education system and everyone else...”  40



Philly Respond HOME  |  ABOUT US  |  BLOG  |  NALOXONE #’S
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Conclusion

Public libraries are uniquely equipped to be partners in responding to 

various health problems in their community, including opioid 

overdoses and food insecurity.

Though they may be unexpected, they are effective partners in 

improving the public health of their communities.
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THANK YOU
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