
HEALTH  AND  WELLBEING    
Libraries provide nutritious meals to children and families during the summer and connect at-risk patrons 
with social services and health resources. They support physical health by hosting ftness programs and 
loaning out exercise equipment. 

Libraries reduce loneliness and isolation by engaging community members of all ages in cultural events, 
discussion groups, and social activities. In doing so, they help build community resilience and combat illnesses 
like depression and dementia. This helps ofset the estimated $210 billion in annual costs associated with 
depression in the United States.1 

BOLSTERING PUBLIC HEALTH EFFORTS 
• Public vaccination programs reduce the number of 

severe fu infections by an estimated 40 percent,2 

and public libraries can play an important role in 
these programs. The Los Angeles County Library 
has worked to ofer free and low-cost seasonal fu 
vaccinations in library branches.3 

• Almost one in four libraries in the United States 
have ofered some kind of exercise class or 
outdoor activity programming, such as StoryWalks, 
Zumba, Yoga, and Tai Chi.4 

• Public library programs that lend pedometers and 
other equipment have been shown to increase 
physical literacy and activity levels among 
borrowers.5 The range of items available for 
users to borrow from Sacramento Public Library 
includes a disc golf set, bird watching kit, soccer 
set and hiking gear.6 

• Many libraries now employ social workers as part 
of the library team. A report in Social Work Today 
states that library social work “serves patron 
needs through building community networks, 
crisis intervention, and meeting unmet social 
services needs where patrons are.”7 Libraries are trusted providers of health 

information and partners in public health 

eforts. 

IMPROVING MENTAL AND COGNITIVE HEALTH AND  WELLNESS 
• A review of 29 studies concluded that following 

a program of psychologist-directed reading 
(including the use of self-help books) has positive 
efects in the treatment of mild depression in 
adults.8 

• Libraries and literacy programs can be important 
partners for clinicians treating depression in their 
communities, especially where literacy rates are 
low. In a clinical trial, patients assigned to receive 
literacy training along with standard depression 
treatment improved their reading abilities and 
reported less severe symptoms.9 

• Greater engagement in reading books, magazines, 
and newspapers has been correlated with a lower 
risk of dementia—independent of other factors 
including overall health, educational level, age, 
and gender.10 

• Bibliotherapy—using reading materials for help 
in solving personal problems and psychiatric 
therapy—helps children heal after trauma, and 
acquire skills to cope better with feelings of 
bereavement, anxiety, and loss.11 
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COMBATING LONELINESS AND BUILDING COMMUNITY 
• A survey of over 4,000 adult readers and non-

readers found that readers feel closer to their 
friends and communities than non-readers. They 
also “have higher levels of self-esteem and a 
greater ability to deal with difcult situations.”12 

• Seventy-seven percent of Americans live within 
walking distance or a short ride from a public 
library. A recent study found that such proximity 
to neighborhood amenities corresponds with 
increased levels of social connectedness, 
satisfaction with their communities, and feelings 
of safety and trust.13 

PROVIDING HEALTH INFORMATION AND HEALTH LITERACY 
• Literacy directly impacts how much people know 

about healthy living and how well they care for 
themselves. Literacy skills increase the percentage 
of patients who recognize the symptoms and 
warning signs of serious conditions like diabetes, 
as well as identify and properly take prescribed 
medications.14 

• Seventy-three percent of Americans aged 16 and 
over say libraries contribute to people fnding 
the health information they need. Forty-two 
percent of Americans who have used the library’s 
computers, internet, or Wi-Fi have done so for 
health-related searches.15 Nationwide, 59 percent 
of libraries provide visitors with help identifying 
health insurance resources.16 

• Library-sponsored health information courses 
increase the capacity of older adults to fnd and 
understand basic health information and make 
appropriate health decisions. In one study, 
97 percent of those participating in a library-
sponsored health information course said they 
learned “a lot.” Seventy-fve percent reported that 
information they learned afected their decision 
on a health or medically-related issue.17 

 

 

 

 

Sit and Be Fit, a low-impact exercise program 

for older adults and adults with disabilities 

in Fresno County, has inspired a number of 

copycat programs across the state. In Fresno, 

the library partnered with Fresno Parks, After 

School, Recreation, and Community Services 

and the local Area Agency on Aging to provide 

exercise programs for seniors and host 

conversations on senior health and wellness. 

Azusa, Monterey Park, and Alhambra public 

libraries are now partnering with local senior 

centers and adult recreation centers to keep 

seniors fit in southern California.a 
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LUNCH AT  THE LIBRARY 
California’s Lunch at the Library initiative, launched 
in 2013, has made it easier for libraries to provide 
free meals to children and teens when the school 
year ends. 

In the summer, children and teens in families with 
low incomes often struggle to have their basic needs 
met. They have reduced or limited access to healthy 
food, safe places to congregate, and learning 
opportunities. In fact, 13 percent of California families 
who eat meals at the library report that they don’t 
get lunch anywhere else during the summer.18 Food 
insecurity has been linked with cognitive delays in 
children, as well as with poorer overall health.19 20 

During summer 2019, California public 
libraries served 289,587 summer meals and 
39,737 snacks to children and teens, and 
engaged them and their families in games, 
sports, and learning and enrichment programs. 
In 2020, when communities were unable to 
congregate because of the pandemic, library 
staff gave out 296,124 grab-and-go meals and 
over 350,000 free books and activity kits in the 
summer, and extended their programs into the 
fall.21 

Libraries participating in summer meal programs also 
partner with local food banks and other agencies 

to provide meals for adults. They report increased 
library cards issued and increased participation in 
summer reading initiatives and programs for adults 
and children.22 23 

Lunch at the Library has been cited as a model for 
increasing library participation in the USDA Summer 
Food Service Program in numerous other states, 
including Ohio, Colorado, Montana, Minnesota, 
and Texas.24 
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	Structure Bookmarks
	Libraries serve as “bedrocks of civil society … it’s important that institutions like libraries get the recognition they deserve. … They are the kinds of places where the public, private, and philanthropic sectors can work together to reach for something higher than the bottom line.”a Eric Klinenberg, Palaces for the People 
	In Butte County, the library’s literacy coach makes about 230 visits a year, delivering family literacy services countywide. Library staf also partner with community organizations like the Gridley Farm Labor Camp to provide library access, conversation practice, and computer services to migrant workers.b 
	In Solano County, library staf placed books for boys of color in barbershops. Young boys read the books during their frequent haircuts. Barbers say the books encourage the boys to read and provide reading materials for families who aren’t able to visit their local library.c  
	The community hub at El Dorado County Library ofers classes, groups, and activities for expectant parents and families with children ages 0–18. The hub brings together a team of local community agencies including First 5 El Dorado, and El Dorado County’s Early Care and Education Planning Council, Child Abuse Prevention Council, and Health and Human Services Agency.d 
	Altadena Library District, Pasadena Public Library, and Sierra Madre Public Library are at the heart of a local network of early childhood hubs, named Growing Together Pasadena. Well-established community organizations provide coordinated services and support to families. The hubs focus on kindergarten-readiness and offer welcoming spaces, individualized resources and referrals, parenting support, and opportunities for children to grow in key developmental areas.e 
	Mission Viejo’s Kinder Ready! addresses vulnerabilities in school readiness by providing programming focusing on four key areas of early childhood development—social and emotional development, self-care and motor skills, language development, and early learning.a 
	Forty percent of children aged 5 and below in California are in the care of informal caregivers—family members, friends, and neighbors. Stay and Play programs at local libraries provide these informal caregivers with guidance and resources typically only available to licensed childcare providers. Over 800 children and adults took part in the program at just five locations in the first six months.b 
	At the Los Angeles Public Library, Teen Council members suggest purchases for the library, plan library programs, write articles for the teen blog, and can earn community service hours. The library’s Teens Leading Change supports library teen councils that work on topics like immigration and citizenship, voting rights and voter registration, net neutrality, and information literacy.c 
	Public library summer meal programs, like California’s Lunch at the Library program, fght food insecurity, childhood obesity, and the efects of hunger on educational attainment and emotional wellbeing for kids. Besides providing free summer meals, Lunch at the Library delivers reading programs, resources, and activities for the whole family. In 2020, libraries provided children and teens with 296,124 summer meals and hundreds of thousands of books, activity kits, and learning and enrichment materials.d 
	The South San Francisco  Library is hosting “learning pods” that provide a safe, emotionally  supportive learning space for  40 students  in the most  economically disadvantaged communities of the southern Peninsula.  At the end of the  school day, the pods transform into out-of-school-time learning spaces with a focus on STEAM education.   b  
	Oakland Public Library is delivering art instruction in 20 elementary schools in low-income communities. During  the pandemic, the project is  providing take-home  kits for students, and  the  art instructor incorporates social-emotional learning into classes to help students manage their stress. c  
	Tulare County Library hires teen interns to help build the library’s makerspace and develop and carry out online programming. The project helps teens develop their project planning and public performance skills—both important in an information economy.d  
	Santa Barbara Public Library’s SBPL Works! provides one-to-one consultations in English and Spanish. Community members can get help with résumés, cover letters, using the computer, interview practice, and using Employment Development Department resources.20  After a series of natural disasters in 2017 and 2018, the library expanded its program to help the community recover.a  
	Many libraries demonstrate their value by showing people how much they save each time they check out an item from the library, instead of purchasing it somewhere else. The Ontario City Library in San Bernardino County found that library users saved almost $10 million by borrowing materials from the library in the 2018–2019 fiscal year alone.b  




