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Background

Columbia, South Carolina: 
https://bit.ly/2KiaZDb

Charleston, South Carolina:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JB1Kud_r8wg

Houston, Texas: 
https://www.cnbc.com/video/2017/08/29/heres-what-texas-
looked-like-before-and-after-hurricane-harvey-hit.html



Aims

• Use of three situation-specific case research to:
– Identify librarians’ basic required competencies and the skill 

sets
– Integrate competencies and skill sets identify to develop LIS 

curriculum and CE

• A framework for communication preparedness and 
implementation recommended by public health experts
– Process - use of multiple channels and technology for 

information distribution and services
– People - use of community-first approaches for the provision 

of services
– Partners - libraries’ collaboration with multi-level agencies to 

facilitate emergency response and recovery



Research Design

• Situation-specific case research
– In 2015:

• Public librarians’ use of multiple channels and technology for 
information distribution and services

• Public libraries’ collaboration with multi-level agencies to facilitate 
emergency response and recovery

– In 2017:
• Community members’ use of disaster information sources and 

evaluation of the information’s credibility

– In 2018-2019
• Role played by local public libraries in Houston, Texas
• Community members’ access to information during the 

catastrophic hurricane and flooding in the Houston metropolitan 
area



Framework

Public health experts recommend a framework for 
effective risk communication preparedness and 
implementation in dealing with pandemic influenza:

1. Process - use of multiple channels and technology for 
information distribution and services 

2. People - use of community-first approaches for the 
provision of services 

3. Partners - libraries’ collaboration with multi-level 
agencies to facilitate emergency response and recovery

Vaughan, E., & Tinker, T. (2009). Effective health risk communication 
about pandemic influenza for vulnerable populations. American 
Journal of Public Health, 99(Suppl. 2), S324-S332.



Methodology

2015-2016 2017 2018-2019

• Public Libraries’ 
Partnerships and 
Librarians’ 
Operations
o 3 focus-group 

meetings with 
public library 
administrators and 
librarians

• Public Libraries’ 
Partnerships with 
Other Agencies
o An in-depth 

interview with a 
Federal Emergency 
Management 
Agency (FEMA) 
agent

• Community 
Members’ 
Information Access

• Disaster information 
sources the 
community members 
used

• How people shared 
information with 
others (e.g., social 
media, etc.)
o Three sets of 

survey 
questionnaires 
were used.

• Public libraries 
serving as community 
catalysts to facilitate 
the building of 
community capacity 
and resources for 
emergency response 
and recovery

o 5 focus-group 
meetings with 
Houston Public 
Library’s 
administrators and 
librarians



Participants of the Studies

• In 2015-2016:
– 18 out of 25 (18/25) invited members attended the meetings.
– A Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) agent.

• In 2017, A survey of adult community members (18 
years or older) in three counties.
– Target population for survey was adult public library users.  A 

small response rate was expected.

• In 2018-2019:
– Over 50 library administrators and librarians from the majority 

of the libraries in the disaster areas. 

Total: 61 Responses

Library Card Holders: 42 (70%)

Male: 9 (15%), Female=42 (69%), No Answer: 10 (16%)

Age 35 or older: 37 (61%)



What we learned…



Public Libraries’ Collaborations 

with Multiple Organizations
• Public libraries’ successful collaborations with private 

and public sectors before, during, and after the 
disasters
– Richland Library, Columbia, South Carolina

• FEMA established disaster centers in Richland Library Main and its 
branches.

– Georgetown County Library, Georgetown, South Carolina
• The Library is partnering with the Georgetown County Emergency 

Operations Center (EOC) and serves in the EOC’s public 
information officer section.

– Charleston County Public Library, Charleston, South Carolina --
John’s Island Regional Library
• The Library served as a satellite administrative office for the local 

fire department.

– Houston Public Library, Houston, Texas
• The Library system is an integral part of the city’s emergency 

response and recovery team.



The Internet was 
predominantly used 
during and after the 
disaster.

“ … On the Richland 
Library’s Facebook site, 
the library’s posts were 
shared 1,386 times, an 
average of 98 shares 
for each post. …our 
[Facebook] posts 
reached a total of 
109,882 people. They 
had 6,200 impressions 
per day …” [Library 
Administrator/Librarian 
Subject #7]

Social media served 
as main channels to 
provide real-time 
information services.

“ … on the library 
website, much of the 
information on each 
location was updated 
pretty immediately
after the storm 
occurred to let 
customers know that 
there were the 
impacted locations …” 
[Library 
Administrator/Librarian 
Subject #4 in Houston 
Public Library]

“ … Our 
communication is very 
centralized. It really 
comes from the 
communication 
division [of the City of 
Houston] and, they are 
the ones who did 
Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram. All of the 
social media goes out 
through them. We 
don’t sent out locally. 
…” [Library 
Administrator/Libraria
n Subject #4 in 
Houston Public 
Library]

Significant Technology Access
Resources such as the Internet, Websites, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, Instagram



Community Members’ Uses of 

Technology and Social Media

The Internet was widely used during and after the disasters.



Provision of Critical Information Services 

Public libraries and librarians should: 
• Connect with health sciences librarians in 

responding to the community members’ 
information needs 

• Select and disseminate trustworthy digital health 
resources for adult users 

• Provide health information and technology literacy 
training to the general public 

• Promote the use of selected credible resources in 
multiple languages and services by the public 
libraries’ websites anytime, anywhere 

• Deliver collaborative real-time health information 
services via online platforms 



Libraries and Public Health Partners

• “…… they [the librarians] were very hospitable, and I got to know a lot of 
the people in the library. I mean, we really were their guests, and they 
treated us like guests. So I was really pleased with that, because I've been 
in 32 disasters in 20 states, and I've been in various types of recovery 
centers-- some not so good. … And the space was perfect. … I think we 
helped a lot of people. And a lot of people when they called, called the 
library-- they didn't call us.” [FEMA Agent]

• … I'm sure we had some people that didn't even know we were there, and 
they went to the library and they brought in their books and came to talk 
to us. … That happened more than once. … ” [FEMA Agent]

• “…librarians have to do what you always do, which is to pull information 
together, make sure it's accurate. Get it out there. The social worker got … 
involved pretty quickly to get FEMA, to be at the library.  And then once 
they were at the library, they managed that relationship with FEMA.” 
[Library Administrator/Librarian Subject #2]



Challenges

• The general public’s lack of skill in using technology 
to access information is a large problem.
• “you don't even have to be illiterate to be overwhelmed by our 

letters-- they're very hard to read. … literacy was an issue.” ” [FEMA 
Agent]

• Public librarians were not fully prepared to provide 
sufficient essential disaster and health information 
for adult users online. 
• Not proactive in disseminating and promoting access to critical 

disaster information in English and other languages 
• “… I wish we had health sciences librarians to help with [health] 

information needs … I worked with health sciences librarians [for 
these purposes] before in Texas… …” [Library 
Administrator/Librarian Subject #3]



Time to hear from you…



Results: 

Required Competencies and Skills 

Study in 2015-2016, Study in 2017
• Ethical delivery of effective health 

information services
• Facilitating technology access 

(including social media)
• Promoting information and technology 

literacies
• Community engagement and outreach
• Creation of library disaster 

preparedness policies and plans, 
including salving damaged collections

• Crisis communications, including 
public relations and public speaking

• Emergency planning and management
• Emergency and disaster management 

preparedness, and response
• Working with public health 

government agencies and local 
government officials

Study in 2018-2019

• Leadership development
• Organizational development
• Team building, including resources 

team-oriented performance
• Awareness of the environment and 

change management
• Taking a leadership role in the 

community engagement
• Training of library staff

Top Ten Tips: Advocacy and 
Community Engagement

https://sclis.libguides.com/c.php?g=975108


Top Tips for Advocacy and 

Community Engagement

https://www.mentimeter.com/


Actions and Recommendations

• Integrate these competencies and their skill sets into 
the curriculum of the School of Information Science at 
the University of South Carolina

• Create a new online course for the M.L.I.S program
– “Community Engagement and Services”

• Develop CE programs and in-service opportunities for 
professional librarians
– South Carolina State Library can offer regular, but adaptable 

development and training for librarians of all levels



Resources



https://nnlm.gov/sea/guides/emergencyprepdisasterrecover

https://nnlm.gov/sea/guides/emergencyprepdisasterrecover


https://nnlm.gov/sea/guides/emergencyprepdisasterrecover
http://www.dplan.org/

https://nnlm.gov/sea/guides/emergencyprepdisasterrecover
http://www.dplan.org/


http://houstonlibrary.org/learn-explore/hurricane-preparedness

http://houstonlibrary.org/learn-explore/hurricane-preparedness


https://disasterinfo.nlm.nih.gov/training

https://disasterinfo.nlm.nih.gov/training


https://www.njstatelib.org/services_for_libraries/resources/disaster_planning/

https://www.njstatelib.org/services_for_libraries/resources/disaster_planning/


http://guides.statelibrary.sc.gov/disaster-preparedness

http://guides.statelibrary.sc.gov/disaster-preparedness


Questions or Comments

Contact Us:

• Feili Tu-Keefner, MLIS, PhD (feilitu@sc.edu) 
• Denise Lyons, MLIS (dlyons@statelibrary.sc.gov)
• April Hobbs, MLIS (hobbsa@ccpl.org) 
• J. Caroline Smith, MLIS (jcsmith@statelibrary.sc.gov)

Other contributors to the project: 
• Jingjing Liu, MLIS, PhD
• Mike Corbo, MLIS

The study conducted in 2015 is supported by a grant from the Office of the Vice President for Research 
of the University of South Carolina. The authors have no potential conflicts of interest.


