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About the survey
● 9 questions
● Open January 15 - March 8, 2019.
● 109 respondents 
● Thanks to Angela Noel, Leah Fritsche, Lori Belongia from the subcommittee; 

Mark Jochem and Mark Ibach from SCLS 

In support of its mission to help member libraries provide the best possible service 
to the public, the South Central Library System is working in partnership with 
public libraries and partner agencies to identify substance abuse issues & needs 
that patrons face in the communities we serve.  Survey results will help us identify 
future System-wide programs, workshops, and services on this topic.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfEkEOOQYaRRC_6GiIwYBELAGZIrxfLs-HkopjceupVGiRBgA/viewform?usp=sf_link




Part 1: Survey - personal reflections



Staff experiences 

97 survey 
participants 
encountered a 
patron suspected 
to be under the 
influence of 
drugs/alcohol.

89%

92 interacted 
w/a patron 
suspected to 
be under the 
influence of 
drugs/alcohol

84.4%

69 asked for 
assistance 
from 
supervisor/
colleague

63.3%

61 contacted 
social 
services/law 
enforcement

56%

46 felt unsafe
42.2%...



Additional info, encountered, interacted, assistance:

Encountered:

❏ 9 No (8.3%) 

❏ Not sure 
(2.8%) 

Interacted:

❏ 12 No (11%)

❏ 5 Not sure 
(4.6%)

Assistance:

❏ 40 No 
(36.7%)



Additional info, contacted social services agent or law enforcement:

❏ 42 no (38.5%)
❏ 2 Prefer not to disclose (1.8%)

❏ 1 alcohol, but not other drugs (.9%)
❏ 1 no but would feel comfortable doing so (.9%)
❏ 1 we call for behavior exhibited by some people, but not on drugs or 

alcohol (.9%)
❏ 1 not since I have become employed, 2 years (.9%)



Additional information - Have you ever felt unsafe?

❏ 55  no (50.5%)
❏ 1  have not been in this situation (.9%)

❏ 1  I haven’t, but some of the other staff have (.9%)
❏ 1  you would be foolish not to be aware of the risks when serving patrons who are likely to be under 

the influence, so technically yes.  But it’s a qualified yes.
❏ 1  sometimes
❏ 1  perhaps “wary” better describes my sensation than “unsafe”
❏ 1  I always make sure that there are other staff members close by
❏ 1  uncomfortable, but not unsafe
❏ 1  on one occasion, an individual was verbally hostile and kicked furniture, but I did not feel 

personally unsafe



How confident do you feel 
connecting patrons to 
resources and agencies that 
provide substance abuse 
treatment?



Please identify other social service needs that you encounter at 
your library. Please check all that apply:



Please identify other social services needs that you encounter at your library.  
Please check all that apply.  2015 vs. 2019

2015 - general social services

1. Children & family concerns
2. Poverty
3. Mental illness 
4. Alcohol abuse
5. Illiteracy 
6. Hunger 
7. Drug abuse
8. Dementia/Independent living (tie)
9. Homelessness

2019 - substance abuse focus

1. Mental illness
2. Poverty 
3. Homelessness
4. Children & family concerns
5. Dementia
6. Hunger
7. Illiteracy
8. Independent living 



Additional social service needs (12 responses):

● Unemployment
● We get lots of requests for small meeting rooms for families meeting with 

social workers or needing supervised visits with social workers in a "neutral 
place." We don't have any such rooms. Also, hygiene resources or education. 
(Where to get washed up and get clothes cleaned or debugged if in such a 
state to be actually breaking library policy.) 

● We could use whatever help we can get.
● Truancy
● I'm sure we encounter hunger it just isn't so obvious 
● I would love to have information on adolescent brain development and how it 

influences behavior.



Additional social service needs, continued:

● Working with people with a wide range of disabilities
● Does transportation count?
● Mental health and independent living resources
● Possibly more, however I have only been here a month.
● Neglect, potential abuse, technological illiteracy
● Drug addiction. Lying.Theft. Litter. Lack of access to Disability Parking. 

Unauthorized adults with cars pre-arranging by cell phone to pick up minor 
teenagers.



Part 2: How do you want to learn?



How would you prefer to learn about appropriate approaches to serving patrons 
who you suspect are under the influence of drugs and/or alcohol? Please check 
all that apply (108/109):



Additional thoughts:

I don't think public library staff should be administering Narcan.

I am interested in receiving training in the use of Narcan even if my library chooses not to have it on site.

Thanks for asking about all this!

It would be nice if there were a place where homeless patrons could stay safe and warm and also feel 
welcome and accepted. It doesn't seem like such a place exists or they wouldn't be coming to the Library to 
spend their days. We do not have the training or resources to give them all the help they need, but many 
of them still prefer to be here whenever we are open. Other agencies whose primary mission is to help 
them must be lacking in some ways.

This is a very real problem at my library and most staff are not trained to deal with it.



Additional thoughts:

At a previous library, we did a two day (8 hr) workshop on mental health. Even after participating and 
being "certified", I still feel I would rather call a trained mental health professional to address any 
situation than handle myself. I feel the same way about administering Narcan.

I would be interested to hear from someone on the social work end of these topics as opposed to police 
or co-workers.

Solutions need to be community-based not system-based

We would be naive to think that we do not have library visitors who are under the influence.

It would be beneficial to learn more about how to serve specific needs of our patrons. Any information is 
good to add to our tool box.

Thank you for starting this discussion.



Additional thoughts:

Al-Anon is a valuable resource for anyone whose life is affected by any kind of addiction, whether in a 
professional setting or in private life. Al-Anon will also have many resources available to libraries, including 
literature and referral lists: www.alanon-wi.org  (Same goes for just about any 12-step recovery fellowship.)

I would welcome education in this area.

This is a community wide problem and information on how the library can be part of or take the lead on a 
community discussion on solutions would be helpful.

I personally have not witnessed any patrons or employees on any alcohol or other substances. I've been 
working at a library for a year and a half.

http://www.alanon-wi.org


Additional thoughts:

A lot of the topics mentioned in this survey can be unfortunately be linked together. Here in Portage we 
have multiple demographics in need, particularly families or individuals related to someone at the prison or 
at the homeless shelter. Substance abuse is often a factor. I would say that I sometimes find it challenging 
to understand what my role is (or should be) regarding those in need - particularly as a public servant and 
librarian. As a citizen I desperately want to reach out and offer assistance to anyone who needs it, but as 
a librarian I worry about overreaching. I am not trained in any formal way to be a mental health or 
substance abuse expert, or social worker, etc., and I fear I could do more harm than good by presuming 
too much, good intentions aside.



Additional thoughts:

The biggest issue is that many people affected by substance abuse are not interested in resources 
or assistance - they are in the throes of addiction. We struggle with what to do with these patrons. 
They come in, get banned, return with the same issues, rinse and repeat. While I want to meet this 
community need, have taken Narcan training, and offer referrals for treatment, I feel library staff 
cannot be properly trained to effectively meet these needs. I believe a social worker or medical 
professional at our highest need locations even on an extremely part time basis would be 
helpful. Since these are public health crises, I think that as a community, providers should 
recognize libraries as a hub where they could intervene and connect, just like they do street 
outreach. Professionals who specialize in addiction counseling and related fields complete 4-6 
years of schooling to be qualified. I am concerned when a webinar or training is seen as 
sufficient. As someone who has dealt with overdoses and almost daily drug/alcohol issues with 
patrons, it is a lot to ask of a librarian without support. I would love to see us move toward in house 
specialists. Just my two cents! 



Additional thoughts:

The majority of patrons that need help are told about where they can receive "limited" help but do 
not reach out to these services because they are in such "dire" condition mentally, financially, 
abusing illegal drugs or alcoholic, they can not help themselves. They literally need a mentor 24/7. 
The homeless shelters only accept sober people that can follow rules. The "dire" people cannot 
maintain sobriety and cannot follow rules. They are in a delirious, survival mindset in the winter. The 
best place Portage has for the "dire" people is jail, where they have a bed, heat and food but of 
course they do not want to be there and the jail would not want that. They become a constant 
burden for the Police Force, stable relatives, friends and contacts they may have. The Library is very 
important for homeless people to find warmth, bathroom facilities, water and a phone.



Part 3: Next steps and possible 
solutions



Does your library currently have Narcan onsite to reverse the 
effects of opioid overdose?

No: 55
(50.5%)

Yes: 30
27.5%

● Recently got two doses per 
location through Emergent 
BioSolutions.

● Don’t believe so, but our police 
station and ambulance are right 
next door.

● Yes, but I am not sure where it is 
located in the library.

Not sure:
21

19.3%



Yes: 65
(61.3%) No: 27

25.5%

I don't think public library staff should 
be administering Narcan.

I am interested in receiving training in 
the use of Narcan even if my library 
chooses not to have it on site.

Solutions need to be community-based       
not system-based.

Do you want to learn more about Narcan, how it is used, and its presence in 
public libraries?



My library already has 
provided training/I have 
the information I need 

about training:  11
(11.99%)

Continued: do you want to learn more about Narcan, how it is used, and its 
presence in public libraries? 

● I am conflicted. I feel that we should give first aid 
in any medical situation but I feel making this 
judgement is past my medical abilities. We should 
leave these decisions to the EMT/Paramedics who 
are trained.

● I don’t know if my director is in favor of it.

● Not really. I want to live in my happy little bubble, 
but it wouldn’t hurt to know about it.



Our Next Steps - SCLS Consultant Services and Programs

Consultant services:

Contact Shawn Brommer with 
immediate questions.

Contact Jody Hoesly for data 
and demographic information.

Contact Mark Ibach if you’re 
not sure who to contact.

Web resources:

Mark Jochem is creating a web 
site with pertinent resource 
lists.

Links to partner agencies.

In-person opportunities:

2019 Continuing Education:

● May 22 workshop: Why 
Inclusivity & Diversity 
Matter for Your Library

● September 24 
symposium: Substance 
abuse and mental health

Planning sessions - regional 
informal meet-ups.



Past steps...

Notes from a District Library Conference, May 8, 1938 (Kilbourn’s collection):



With gratitude 

I wish to be safe

I wish to be happy

I wish to be healthy

I wish to live with ease

-Chad McGehee, 
UW Center for Healthy Minds


