SUMMARY
The Library Health & Safety Survey is the first phase of a two phase project intended to build a better
understanding of what the main safety concerns are for library workers. Phase One was conducted in May
and June 2015. Phase Two of the project will consist of in-depth interviews with survey respondents.
Interviews will be conducted in September 2015. A final report will be released in December 2015. CUPE
BC represents approximately 4500 library workers across the province in schools, universities, colleges,
and communities. Over 500 individuals responded from more than 50 communities and 45 locals.
Libraries are one of the most accessible indoor public spaces that exist in communities. In addition to
being information and technology hubs, in many communities libraries are also centres for community
building and social interaction. As a result, at times libraries can be unpredictable workplaces.
Library workers are exposed to a variety of hazards and often are asked to deal with challenging
situations. Survey respondents report increased expectations to fulfill surveillance and security functions.
Respondents also report increased interactions with vulnerable, high needs and marginalized clientele.
Libraries workers witness, and in many cases are responsible for dealing with, verbal threats, intoxicated
patrons, drug use, theft, and viewing of explicit material. Over 65% of library workers are exposed to a
wide variety of biohazards including feces, urine, used needles, and beg bugs.
While libraries have policies and resources in place to deal with health and safety issues, the survey
results demonstrate that there is room for improvement in many areas. These areas include improving
awareness of working alone policies, increasing staffing when possible, establishing better sight lines
within libraries (ex by using mirrors), improving procedures for dealing with problem patrons, and
encouraging better utilization of Joint Occupational Health and Safety Committees.
Survey results also demonstrated that library work is becoming more demanding over time which can
intensify health and safety risks. More and more workers are working with vulnerable and marginalized
populations including the homeless, people struggling with mental health issues, seniors, and new
immigrants. They often provide a source of social interaction and support. The majority of respondents
said that on a daily basis there are patrons that use their library for the purpose of social interaction with
library staff. Almost half of respondents indicated at least every week patrons use the library as a place for
shelter. Libraries often attract individuals seeking information that would be more commonly associated
with social services, including English language support, settlement support, legal advice, medical
information, job search assistance and help in accessing other social services. Library workers, as service
providers, are often called on to utilize a wide range of skills on a daily basis in order to effectively work
with diverse groups without necessarily having the training or the time to safely and adequately do so.
The survey results demonstrated that it least in some locations it might be useful to learn from other
libraries that have integrated outreach workers into their workplace. At Edmonton Public Library outreach
workers have been hired to work with vulnerable populations, particularly the homeless, in order to
connect them to the social services they need. Having this outreach program in place helps to take some
of the pressure off library workers and allows them to focus on their primary duties. This might be a good
solution to consider, particularly for those libraries frequently used by patrons facing homelessness and /
or mental health challenges.

Contents
SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................................................... 2
WHO RESPONDED ........................................................................................................................................... 4
Type of Library ............................................................................................................................................. 4
Employment Status ..................................................................................................................................... 4
Educational Level......................................................................................................................................... 5
Age ............................................................................................................................................................... 6
Gender ......................................................................................................................................................... 6
Duration of employment ............................................................................................................................. 6
STATUS OF HEALTH AND SAFETY IN THE WORKPLACE ................................................................................... 7
Refusing unsafe work .................................................................................................................................. 7
Staffing Levels and Safety at Work .............................................................................................................. 8
Biohazards ................................................................................................................................................... 9
Physical Hazards ........................................................................................................................................ 10
SAFETY INCIDENTS ......................................................................................................................................... 11
Frequency and Type of Incidents .............................................................................................................. 11
Incident reporting...................................................................................................................................... 12
RESPONDING TO HEALTH AND SAFETY CHALLENGES ................................................................................... 13
Response to Illegal Activity........................................................................................................................ 13
Policies, Procedures and Resources for Health and Safety at the Workplace .......................................... 14
CHANGING JOB DUTIES AND CLIENTELE ....................................................................................................... 16
Changing duties of library workers ........................................................................................................... 16
Patrons Requiring Information about Community Services...................................................................... 18
Beyond Information – Libraries Serve Many Purposes for Patrons .......................................................... 19
RECOMMENDATIONS .................................................................................................................................... 21

3|Page

WHO RESPONDED
Just over 500 library workers responded from 45 locals and over 50 communities across the province. This
represents more than 10% of the approximately 4500 CUPE library workers in BC.

Type of Library
The survey collected responses from 21
out of the 25 locals representing public
libraries, 12 out of the 15 locals
representing post-secondary libraries,
and 12 of the 55 locals representing K-12
library workers. As a proportion, 67% of
respondents were from public libraries,
19% from post-secondary and 14% from
K-12.
TYPE OF LIBRARY
Public
Post-Secondary
K-12
Total

# of responses
333
96
71
500

Percentage
67%
19%
14%
100%

Specifically for public library workers, 333 out of the 3125 public library members in BC responded, which
is just over 10%. The three public library locals with the most respondents were 391 Vancouver, Gibson
and Sechelt Library workers with 58 responses, 1123 Okanagan Regional Library with 51 respondents and
1698 Fraser Valley Regional Library with 45 respondents. Together these three locals alone represent over
45% of respondents from public libraries. These locals represent workers in over 26 communities across
the province.

Employment Status
The majority (53%) of
respondents were
regular full-time
employees, 35% were
regular part-time
employees and 13%
were auxiliary / casual
employees.

EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF RESPONDENTS

Public
Post-Secondary
K-12
Total

Regular full-time
47% (154)
78% (75)
46% (33)
53% (262)

Regular part-time
39% (129)
17% (16)
44% (31)
35% (176)

Auxiliary / casual
16% (51)
7% (7)
11% (8)
13% (66)

Post-Secondary libraries had a higher proportion of respondents who are regular full time employees than
public or k-12 libraries.
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Educational Level
Seventy-five percent of all respondents had some form of post-secondary education – 6% Community
Library Certificate, 17% Library Technician Diploma, 10% Masters of Library and Information Science or
Masters of Archival Science, and 41% other university degree. As the charts below demonstrate
educational levels vary a bit between library types, with the university sector having the most highly
educated library workers.

Total for all Respondents

Public Community Libraries

K – 12 Libraries
Post-Secondary Libraries
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Age
Approximately 75% of survey respondents were over the
age of 40, specifically 22% (110 individuals) were 40-49,
36% (180) were 50-59, and 17% (85) were over 60. Less
than 1% (4) of respondents were under 20, 8% (39) were
20-29 and, 16% (77) were 30-39.

Gender
The vast majority, 90% (443), of respondents were female and just
under 10% (47) were men and less than 1% (4) were transgender. This
is not surprising, as most library workers who are CUPE members are
female.

Duration of employment
More than 20% (109) had worked at the
library for more than 20 years, 11% (57)
for 15-20 years, 15% (73) for 10-15
years, 26% (129) for 5-10 years, and
26% (133) for less than 5 years.
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STATUS OF HEALTH AND SAFETY IN THE WORKPLACE
Weekly

Over 80% of respondents indicated that they never or
rarely (a few times per year) feel unsafe at work. 35%
(161) never feel unsafe, 46% (212) only a few times
per year. The remaining 20% of workers feel unsafe at
least monthly. 1% (5) feel unsafe every day, 5% (22)
feel unsafe every week, and 13% (61) feel unsafe
every month.

Refusing unsafe work

Monthly

Everyday

Never

Few
times per
year

Approximately 75% of survey respondents were aware
of their right to refuse unsafe work. Most commonly
workers had been informed by CUPE rather than their employer, which demonstrates CUPE’s important
role in health and safety education. At the same time, only 54% of respondents indicated that they were
comfortable exercising their right to refuse unsafe work, 23% of respondents stated they did not feel
comfortable refusing unsafe work, and the rest of the respondents were unsure what they would do in
that situation. This demonstrates that more work needs to be done in educating and empowering workers
to feel comfortable exercising this right.
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Staffing Levels and Safety at Work
Working alone
The majority (65%) of the survey respondents are not
required or are rarely required to work alone. At the same
time, there are many workers who are required to work
alone on a frequent basis – almost 14% (65) work alone
every day, 13% (58) every week, and 8% (38) at least once
a month.
As the chart to the right demonstrates, of those who do
work alone at least monthly, 46% (72) are unaware of the
procedures for working alone. More needs to be done to
ensure members working alone have access to this
information.

Higher Levels of Staffing Required to Ensure Safety
Just over half (56%) of survey respondents felt that staffing levels impacted their safety at work. 82
respondents provided comments to explain their response.
Those who said that staffing did impact their safety and provided comments (64 individuals), explained a
variety of reasons why staffing impacted their safety. Generally, individuals feel safer with more staff
around.
Staffing models have changed so that information and clerical staff are not supposed to
be on the desks anymore, and the lack of staff presence has meant less backup/ support
for those workers who are in the stacks and have problems/ security issues with patrons.
Anything can happen when you work in a public place, especially if a person with
negative or aggressive intentions sees that there would be few or no witnesses to
whatever it is they're thinking of doing.
Many individuals commented that they felt unsafe while working alone. This included those who
explained that, even if there is more than one employee on shift, workers may have to work alone during
break times or may have to work on a floor of the library alone if the library has multiple levels.
sometimes working alone with no other staff at all in a five storey building with
multiple entrances & exits
Staff work alone during their co-workers lunch/break times very frequently; there
may or may not be other employees (librarians, non-library staff, etc.) nearby.
Some individuals felt their library was chronically understaffed, and there was also concern about not
having enough staff to cover absences on weekends and evenings.
Consistently understaffed; it is difficult to close and feel safe. – Public Library
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inadequate staffing increases stress as work levels rise (inadequate replacement for sick staff)
Less staff in the evenings and weekends, when Directors and Security aren't available either
Some also talked about not only the importance of having enough staff, but the importance of having
enough trained staff.
Because training/responsibility for many safety procedures falls only to certain staff
(librarians), yet they are often not available/on the front lines. Would be better to have
more training for all front line staff.
Those who said that staffing did not impact their safety and provided comments (19 individuals),
explained that either staffing levels were sufficient or that more staff would not help improve safety.
Depending on the situation, it would not matter if there were more staff. The danger
still remains as all we are allowed to do is wait for police
There is always at least five people working at my branch, so I never have to work
alone.

Biohazards
Library workers are commonly
exposed to biohazards at
work. Only 31% of survey
respondents indicated that
they do not encounter
biohazards at work. The most
common biohazards
encountered are feces and
urine – with 37% of
respondents indicating
exposure at work. See chart to
the right for other common
biohazards. The ‘Other’
category had a wide range of
responses including drugs and
related paraphernalia,
prescriptions, fleas, mice,
mice droppings, nasal
discharge, mould, lice, dust, and garbage.
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While more than 65% of survey
respondents are exposed to
biohazards at work, only 37%
reported having adequate training for
handling biohazards. Thirty-eight
percent said that adequate training
did not exist and the remaining 25%
did not know. On a more positive
note, over 70% of respondents
indicated having adequate personal
protective equipment, and over 60%
reported having adequate safety
procedures.

Physical Hazards
A variety of
building related
hazards exist at
libraries across
the province. The
most common
building related
hazard is the
inability to see
what is happening
in the library and
around the
entrances and
exits. Most of the
comments in the
‘other’ section
were simply to
provide more
detail on the hazard identified.
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SAFETY INCIDENTS
Frequency and Type of Incidents
Approximately half of survey respondents had witnessed a safety incident at their library, and 30% had
personally experienced a safety incident.
The graph below demonstrates the frequency of various types of incidents that may threaten the safety of
library workers. The most frequent type of incident reported was dealing with intoxicated patrons – 11%
indicated that this happened every week and 14% indicated at least once a month. In the comments
section a few respondents specifically noted having to deal with patrons under the influence of other
drugs as well. The second most common issue was verbal threats – with 15% of survey respondents
indicating that this happens at least once a month. Only 27% of survey respondents reported that
incidents requiring the assistance of 911 never occur in their library – approximately 25% responded that
this happens at least 5 times a year.

Very often - every week

Often - every month

Rarely - a few times a year

Never

DEALING WITH INTOXICATED PATRONS
VERBAL THREATS

11%

Sometimes - 5-10 times a year

14%

5% 10%

16%
21%

I N C I D E N T S R E Q U I R I N G A P A T R O N T O B E B A N N E D 4% 6%

18%

INCIDENTS REQUIRING THE ASSISTANCE OF FIRST
4% 8%
RESPONDER (IE 911)

13%

P H Y S I C A L T H R E A T S 2%5% 10%

S E X U A L A S S U A L T 0%
1%
1% 13%
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31%

34%

30%

48%

24%

48%

27%

33%

U N W A N T E D P H Y S I C A L C O N T A C T 1%
3% 8%
I N D E C E N T E X P O S U R E 0%
2%4%

28%

50%

34%

54%

28%

66%
86%

Incident reporting
Safety incidents that occur at libraries are often reported. Only 11% of respondents indicated that safety
incidents were reported less than 50% of the time. 40% reported that incidents are always reported.
Incidents are most commonly reported to managers, 84% and coworkers 62%. In the other category
many respondents indicated that incidents are also reported to security staff. Only 51% of incidents are
reported to the Joint Occupational Health and Safety Committee. This again demonstrates the need to
improve health and safety training and awareness of procedures. The Health and Safety Committee
provides a useful resource to address health and safety in the workplace, but can only effectively do so if
provided with the required information.
The most common
reason incidents are
not reported is because
a staff member feels a
report is unnecessary.
In the comments
section six individuals
also brought up that
reporting is time
consuming and
sometimes there is
simply not enough time
in the day to fill out
reporting forms. It is
concerning that
workload is viewed as a
deterrent for properly
reporting incidents.

What are the main reasons incidents may not be
reported?
The staff member feels a report is
unnecessary
Not applicable, incidents are always
reported
Staff are unaware of how to report
Incidents are not dealt with effectively
when reported
Other (please specify)
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Approximately 80% of respondents stated that employers
are effective or somewhat effective in dealing with
reported incidents. The main concerns expressed in the
comments section were that there was not enough
balance between desire to be open for all and safety
concerns for staff.
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RESPONDING TO HEALTH AND SAFETY CHALLENGES
Response to Illegal Activity
The survey asked ‘If illegal activity occurs in your library, please describe how your employer has
responded to such activities.’ Over 190 individuals responded to this question with a variety of different
approaches:









Police and / or security: The most common response was that the police or security services are
contacted if illegal activity occurs. Specifically, 72 individuals mentioned calling or notifying the
police or RCMP, and 34 individuals mentioned getting security services involved.
Banning of patrons: 19 individuals said that patrons are banned from the library as a result, and 4
individuals responded that individuals are asked to leave
Surveillance: 8 individuals mentioned the use of staff to monitor activity in the library, and 7
individuals mentioned the use of security cameras
Reporting: 14 individuals mentioned that illegal activities are formally reported
Signs: 7 individuals specifically mentioned the use of signs, especially to prevent theft.
Training: Only 5 individuals mentioned specifically that they had received training as a result of
illegal activity in the library
Inadequate response: 37 individuals described a response by their employer that did not
adequately address the situation. One individual simply put it that ‘Our employer says it’s part of
our job.’ Others mentioned budget constraints, or just simply that measures taken have not
prevented such activity from occurring in the future.

One individual mentioned that they call a youth liaison or an outreach worker when illegal activities occur.
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Policies, Procedures and Resources for Health and Safety at the Workplace
The chart below shows how individuals rated the effectiveness of their workplace health and safety
policies, procedures and resources. From bottom to top the chart shows – very effective, effective,
somewhat ineffective, ineffective, does not exist, and do not know.

Please Rate the Effectiveness of the Following
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

5%
1%
4%
17%

6%
4%
6%
31%

57%

15%
2%
6%
15%

44%

43%
16%

10%

Established procedures Policy for dealing with
for safety incidents
problem patrons

Very effective

Effective

Somewhat ineffective

5%
31%
41%
10%
6%
13%

13%
12%

28%

19%

18%

11%

9%

Joint Occupational
Health and Safety
Committee

Counselling services

Security guards

Very ineffective

This does not exist at my workplace

Effectiveness of Policies Procedures and Resources for Health and Safety at the Workplace
Very
Somewhat
Very
This does not exist
effective Effective ineffective
ineffective at my workplace
Established procedures
for safety incidents
16%
57%
17%
4%
1%
Policy for dealing with
problem patrons
10%
43%
31%
6%
4%
Joint Occupational Health
and Safety Committee
18%
44%
15%
6%
2%
Counselling services
11%
28%
13%
6%
10%
Security guards
9%
19%
12%
13%
41%

Do not know

Do not
know

Established procedures for dealing with safety incidents
The majority of respondents, 73%, indicated that established procedures in their workplace were either
effective or very effective.
Policies for dealing with problem patrons
Only 53% reported their policy for dealing with problem patrons as very effective or effective. 36% of
respondents indicated that the policy at their library was either somewhat or very ineffective, and 10%
were unaware of this policy or indicated that it did not exist in their workplace. This suggests that dealing
with problem patrons remains a challenge in workplaces.
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5%
6%
15%
31%
5%

Joint Occupational Health Committee
62% of respondents indicated that their committee was effective or very effective. 21% indicated that
their committee was somewhat or very ineffective. There was also a notable number of respondents who
answered that they did not know – 15%.
Counselling services
Most CUPE employees have access to an Employee Assistance Program, which is in place to provide
assistance and counselling to distressed workers. This surveyed demonstrated that the awareness of this
program is very low – 10% of respondents said that counselling services did not exist at their workplace
and over 30% did not know. Of respondents who were aware, 39% indicated that the service was effective
or very effective, while 19% indicated that services were somewhat or very ineffective.
Security guards
Security guards had very mixed reviews. A significant number of respondents indicated that their library
does not have security guards – 40%. Of the libraries that do have security guards half of respondents
indicated that they were effective and the other half that they were ineffective. This is especially
concerning given that contacting security is a common response to illegal activity in libraries, and suggests
that it would be useful to work with Health and Safety Committees to develop a different and more
effective response.
Other security services
The most common ‘other security services’ described were surveillance cameras and alarm systems. Also
many respondents indicated that their library was close to the city police or RCMP.
Greater awareness among more senior employees
In general workers with less than five years of experience were less likely to be aware of safety policies,
procedures and services. In particular newer workers were much less likely to be aware of the Joint
Occupational Health and Safety Committee. Among workers who have worked at the library for 5 years or
less 4% indicated that this committee did not exist at their workplace and 25% did not know. In contrast,
of workers who had worked at the library for twenty years or more, none of the respondents indicated
that this committee did not exist at their workplace and only 5% did not know. This means nearly 30% of
employees with less than five years seniority are unaware of the activities of the Joint Occupational
Health and Safety committee compared with only 5% of employees with more than 20 years seniority.
This demonstrates a need to improve health and safety training during the orientation of new workers.
The Health and Safety Committee is the primary workplace body capable of discussing issues and
suggesting improvements. Awareness and use of this committee is key to a safe and healthy workplace.
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CHANGING JOB DUTIES AND CLIENTELE
One of the challenges in adequately dealing with health and safety issues is that the job duties have
changed overtime. On top of regular duties, library workers are increasingly working with populations that
require social support, and also being relied on more by their employer to conduct surveillance for the
purposes of safety. These duties put additional strain on the workload of library workers and can pose an
additional health and safety threat if the proper training is not provided.

Changing duties of library workers
The survey asked “Have any of your duties changed over time due to the nature of your clientele?”
Only about half of survey respondents answered this question. Approximately 100 survey respondents
simply indicated “No.” Approximately 150 said yes, with most explaining how duties had changed.
Answers varied but there were three themes that were identified by many individuals: 1) Increasingly
being asked to carry out surveillance for security purposes 2) Increasingly coming into contact with
marginalized populations, including seniors and those with compromised mental health, and in many
cases providing social support and information 3) Increasing demand to help users with technology.
1) Increasingly being asked to carry out surveillance for security purposes.
Thirty-nine individuals had responses that fit within this theme. Sample responses:
Yes, we "rove" more to keep an eye on the library, we are expected to be responsive to all
situations. The only hard part is chain of command when an issue arises as someone has to be
responsible and could face criticism if something was not handled correctly.
More supervision of possible situations... walking around checking... flooding up on customer
complaints and concerns..waking people at closing time
Yes, in the downtown branch, do a lot more patrolling, waking people up, kicking them out of
washrooms for doing drugs or having sex. Answering more questions about social networks,
where can I find a place to stay, how can I find a job, where can I get my resume done. More
work helping with technological training, more questions about ESL, help with applying for
citizenship, more vigilant about children being left alone, pornography use of the internet. We
are also being asked to do more programs/partnerships with community groups, but not given
time to do it. Do it on the side of your desk in between customers checking in and checking out
books, doing reference questions and helping people on the computer
Not really in terms of our clientele, but as library assistants and library technicians, we are being
asked to take more responsibility for library security. For example it is now our job to make sure
all windows are closed and no one is in the washrooms when we close. Also, security guard
staffing has been reduced and their duties given to employees working in physical resources. For
some reason a security guard who was excellent at her job and always made me feel secure is no
longer working on campus. No one told us she would be going or why. I miss her and the
excellent service she provided
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2) Increasingly coming into contact with marginalized populations, including those with
compromised mental health and seniors, and in many cases providing social support and
information
Thirty-five individuals had responses that fit within this theme. Sample responses:
The issues at the library tend to be seasonal, with way more problems with the homeless during
the winter months when they seek shelter in the library. We have always done our best to help
people with their information needs, but we are definitely dealing with the homeless a lot more
in the past decade.
We have more people reveal to us that they have mental health issues and we have more
international students/patrons using our library but our duties are essentially the same other
than trying to accommodate any special needs our clientele might have.
I work with more socially excluded patrons everyday. We are asked to do more social services all
the time.
Yes, we have become more like social workers as we deal with patrons with mental health issues,
an aging population with dementia issues, etc.
3) Increasing demand to help users with technology.
Twenty-four individuals had responses that fit within this theme. Sample responses:
helping more with finding services and printing forms on the computer, as many in our area can
not afford computers or the internet. Both young people and seniors
Lots more questions about how you print things since we got the new Microsoft Word
More training for public on E-services and E-device use. I spend less time looking on the shelves
and more time on the computer.
needing more tech. skills to keep up with the younger generation and library programs
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Patrons Requiring Information about Community Services
The survey asked ‘Has
demand from library users for
information about the
following services changed
over time?’ See chart to the
right. Survey results show
that more individuals feel that
the demand for information
regarding immigration and
ESL services, job search
assistance and accessing
social services has increased
over time rather than
decreased or stayed the
same. The majority of
individuals who answered,
the need for legal advice and
medical information to have
remained the same rather than increased or decreased.
Has demand from library users for information about the following services changed over time?
Increased
Stayed the same Decreased
Do not know N/A
Legal advice
14%
21%
7%
36%
22%
Job search assistance
31%
20%
6%
25%
19%
Information on how to
access social services
30%
20%
3%
28%
19%
Medical Information
20%
23%
5%
32%
20%
Immigration / ESL services
35%
17%
4%
25%
20%
Many respondents, due to the nature of their job, felt they were unable to answer this question and
explained this in the comments section. Some library workers are not in information services and / or do
not have contact with the public. Some workers at K-12 libraries and university libraries indicated also that
they felt the question was not relevant to their library. In K-12 students are less likely to request this kind
of information, and in universities students have other free resources available to them in student
services that can provide this information.
Other comments:
Everyone is now a generalist and there is a lack of staff to access to this kind of
specialized resources and specialized programs the library provides has decreased and
there is no acute training for staff on these areas and resources that exist in Vancouver
Many roles once the responsibility of various governments has now fallen to the library
yet its funding remains inadequate.
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Beyond Information – Libraries Serve Many Purposes for Patrons
Survey results clearly demonstrate that the library is not just simply a place to access information and
books. Libraries serve as open public spaces in communities and as the graph below demonstrates,
patrons use the library for a variety of purposes.
Libraries are gathering places – 74% of respondents indicated that everyday patrons use the library for the
purpose of interacting with other patrons, 64% indicated that everyday patrons use the library for the
purpose of social interaction with the library staff.
Libraries can also represent a safe and open space for individuals. Thirty six percent of survey respondents
said that everyday patrons that appear to be homeless use the library for the purpose of seeking shelter.
Another 11% indicated that patrons use the library for this purpose at least every week and 6% every
month. The library also serves as a place of refuge from violence and / or bullying for some patrons. Forty
percent of respondents indicated that they see patrons using the library for this purpose at least once a
month.
Due to their open access nature, illegal activity in libraries is more common than might assumed. Only
42% of respondents indicated that illegal activity never occurs in their library. 13% of survey respondents
indicated that illegal activity occurs in the library every day, another 12% every week, 8% monthly, and
24% a few times per year. In the comments section some of the most common illegal activity discussed
were theft, drug use, and drug dealing including the use of libraries phones and / or computers to set up
drug-deal meet ups.

SOCIAL INTERACTION WITH OTHER PATRONS

74%

SOCIAL INTERACTION WITH THE LIBRARY STAFF

64%

SEEKING SHELTER (PERCEIVED TO BE HOMELESS)

36%

PLACE OF REFUGE FROM VIOLENCE AND/OR
BULLYING

15%

ILLEGAL ACTIVITY

13%

Everyday
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Never

4%5%3% 13%

A few times per year

22%

28%

42%

Every month

4% 7% 5%

20%

24%

6% 11%

32%

11%

24%

Every week

8%

14%

12%

Sample comments:
We sometimes get people who are mentally ill that come to the library fleeing from
imagined dangers, and because we are so busy and don't have much time to patrol
the building, a lot can be happening that we don't know about
our public internet stations are used to (I believe) make "appointments" connections
for drugs, sex work. In our urban branches sales of drugs inside and outside, sex trade
in the washrooms
We have a courtesy phone which has been used for drug deals.
Free bathroom, water fountain, free baby changing table
Very few non-student/staff patrons; other resources/spaces available on campus to
address these needs
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Provide more occupational health and safety education and training
Survey results demonstrated that workers who are newer to the workplace are less aware of safety
policies and procedures. This suggests that the health and safety training carried out as a part of
orientation could be significantly improved. Furthermore, it would be interesting to consider whether the
online training for health and safety that has been implemented at some libraries is as effective as in
person training.
The survey also demonstrated that all workers could benefit from more training on right to refuse unsafe
work, working alone policies, procedures for handling biohazards, and effective ways to work with patrons
with compromised mental health.
2. Increase awareness of Occupational Health and Safety Issues beyond ergonomics.
This survey broadens the scope of what may typically be thought of when considering the health and
safety of library workers. Libraries play an important role as public indoor spaces in communities that are
open to everyone. At the same time, as part of this reality library workers are often working with
marginalized populations, including individuals with mental health issues, and challenging situations may
arise. It is important that incidents that occur are not thought of as one-off situations, but instead
recognized as likely to occur due to the nature of the role libraries play in communities. This will enable
better health and safety planning to ensure that prevention is prioritized and risks for workers are
mitigated as much as possible.
3. Greater utilization of the Joint Occupational Health and Safety Committee.
Only 51% of respondents said that they report incidents to their Health and Safety Committee. As the
main tool for improving workplace health and safety, more education and training should be done to
ensure that all incident reports are provided to the committee.
The committee could also help to mitigate some of the safety risk factors identified in the survey. For
example, in libraries where visibility within the library is a challenge, the committee should advocate for
increased visibility, whether this be through the use of mirrors or changing the arrangement of the stacks.
The committee could also advocate for increased staffing in instances where inadequate staffing levels are
adversely affecting the safety of workers. While some committees are likely undergoing this work already,
the lack of discussion of the committee in question responses indicates that the committee could be
utilized more.
4. Bargain for provisions on minimum staffing in Collective Agreements.
More than half of survey respondents reported that staffing levels impact their safety at work.
Furthermore, only 54% of workers reported feeling comfortable refusing unsafe work. Including
provisions on minimum staffing in Collective Agreements will help to ensure that workers do not feel
pressure to work alone if it is unsafe for them to do so.
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5. Create specialized outreach positions in libraries heavily used by marginalized populations.
In the US the American Library Association has a policy for ensuring libraries are accessible to people living
in poverty and seven libraries have specific programs to ensure this is the case. In San Francisco, since
2009, the public library has employed a full-time Psychiatric Social Worker that carries out out-reach
services as well as provides training for library staff members in order to improve their understanding of
how to work with ‘behaviourally vulnerable’ patrons. The aim is to provide assistance for patrons in
challenging situations, reduce incidents, and provide an alternative to security staff.
In Canada, the Edmonton Public Library was the first library to implement a similar program in 2011, and
currently has three outreach workers dedicated to working with the homeless.1 They hope to reduce
barriers and increase access so that all individuals are welcome to use the library. In one year alone
outreach workers had ‘over 6000 interactions with at-risk individuals.’
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http://lj.libraryjournal.com/2014/12/public-services/edmonton-public-library-adds-homeless-outreach-to-fivenew-branches/#_
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