
Engaging Patrons Experiencing Homelessness 

“For me, the library is like a refuge. It’s a place where I can go to be peaceful and have 
some space.”

Serving Patrons Who Are Houseless 

Houseless Seattleite 



 What brought you here today?
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WHAT WE’LL COVER
Background
● Some statistics
● Common misconceptions

Engaging Patrons Experiencing Homelessness

● Gather knowledge: Listen to different needs
● Evaluate: Ask where there are inadvertent barriers
● Foster Inclusion: Welcome patrons inside and outside of the library
● Make a plan: Act

Know resources
Develop partnerships and coalitions
Communicate and Advocate

Discussion

CC0 1.0 Universal By Mark Marker

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en
https://www.maxpixel.net/Mark-Marker-Check-Checklist-Checked-Writing-List-2077018


Compare Libraries

Bellingham Public 
Library

Spokane County 
Library District

Seattle Public Library

# of locations 3 buildings, 5 pick-up 
and/or drop-off 
locations throughout the 
city pop. 86, 720 (2017)

11 locations, serving 
multiple cities, school 
districts, and
270,000 residents

27 locations 

FTE 47.5 130 540 

Annual Budget Approx. $4.6 million $12.4 million  $82.4 million



Key statistics on homelessness in WA
In 2017, 122,000 houseless people received housing assistance or services in WA 

Whatcom 
County

Spokane County Seattle Washington 
State

Population in 
2017

221,404  499,800 704,000 7,405,743 

Point in Time 
Count of 
Homeless 
Residents

742 in 2017 
816 in 2018

1,090 in 2017
1,244 in 2018

11,643 in 2017
12,112 in 2018

21,112 in 2017
22,416 in 2018



Misconceptions

You can tell who’s unhoused

They’re not from here

Being unhoused is a choice

It’s a waste of limited tax payer funds
(CC BY-SA 4.0) by Integrator321

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Integrator321&action=edit&redlink=1


Engaging patrons 
experiencing 

homelessness

SPL Bookmobile at Othello Tiny House Village



LISTEN

Listening Circle at Real 
Change



● Review policies, 
procedures, and 
practices
○ Recommend changes

■ Limited Use Cards

○ Discuss exceptions

■ Fine forgiveness

EVALUATE



How do the policies and programs at your library 
impact unhoused patrons?



INCLUSION 
Creating a welcoming and safe space 

● Staff habits
○ Learning names, building 

relationships

● Rules of conduct
○ Do they disproportionately affect 

houseless patrons? 



INCLUSION - through outreach

Storytime at Open Doors (family shelter)



INCLUSION - through outreach
● Let communities lead
● Be a good guest
● Acknowledge the power 

difference
● Be consistent 
● Strengths-based
● Relationships, relationships, 

relationships! :) 

Monthly outreach to Seattle Tiny 
House Villages and encampments



INCLUSION - Appropriate, timely and 
current information & referral 

Light House 
Mission Drop-In 

Center 

24/7 low barrier 
shelter

Homeless 
Outreach Team 

Connecting people 
on the street to 

services

Opportunity 
Council  

The community’s 
main hub for all 

services

YMCA  

shower pass 
program

Whatcom
Literacy 
Council

Free literacy 
tutoring





INFORMATION & 
REFERRAL: 
Community Resource 
Specialist 



COALITION BUILDING & PARTNERSHIPS

HOMELESS CONNECTS, SPOKANE & BELLINGHAM



COALITION BUILDING & PARTNERSHIPS

https://naomicommunity.org/


ADVOCACY: With staff
Make room for conversation. Help staff: 

● Perceive the humanity of patrons who are 
unhoused

● Identify or recognize personal or 
institutional bias

● Provide ongoing training that allows for 
reflection

● Remember or familiarize themselves with 
the core values of libraries as stated by the 
American Library Association

"#equality but I still don’t know what ba" (CC BY 2.0) by  leighblackall 

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues

https://www.flickr.com/photos/leighblackall/26701766821/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/people/leighblackall/
http://www.imagecodr.org/
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues


ADVOCACY: in the larger community

“A Community Talk About 
The Jungle” - panel 
featuring current and 
former residents of an 
unsanctioned tent 
community in Seattle. 

Hosted in partnership with KUOW 
public radio & the Real Change 
Homelessness Empowerment Project. 

http://kuow.org/post/community-talk-about-jungle



Making a plan: serving unhoused patrons

● How can your library 
intentionally listen to unstably 
housed people?

● What are you already doing that 
is working?

● How can you expand, enrich, or 
deepen those services?



Walt Disney

“Curiosity keeps leading us down new paths”

CC by1.0 by openclipart



Resources
● Rubric for serving encampments (Seattle Public Library) 
● All Home King County - great infographics, especially on racial disparities in homelessness
● Building Changes - policy resources, training materials, and much more 
● Schoolhouse Washington - data & analysis on student homelessness; Know Your Rights student 

toolkit
● Housing Development Consortium
● The Librarian’s Guide to Homelessness by Ryan Dowd (book and website)
● National Alliance to End Homelessness 
● Washington Low Income Housing Alliance - many tools for education and advocacy, including this 

great mythbusting sheet  
● “Homelessness in WA,” a 2017 report by the Department of Commerce 
● A Way Home Washington - preventing & ending youth/young adult homelessness
● Invisible People YouTube channel
● ALICE -  Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed (info on working poor)
● United Nations report on extreme poverty & contempt for the poor in the United States
● Washington State Budget & Policy Center - studies and data on income inequality in WA

https://docs.google.com/document/d/146b-dvoltFB5oVQExR_x2oAM8ghroUQEhBcrZcjWn4Q/edit?usp=sharing
http://allhomekc.org
https://buildingchanges.org
https://schoolhousewa.org
https://schoolhousewa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/KnowYourRightsToolkit_040618.pdf
https://www.housingconsortium.org/resources/
http://www.homelesslibrary.com
https://endhomelessness.org/
http://wliha.org/resources/overview
http://wliha.org/sites/default/files/myths.pdf
http://www.commerce.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Commerce-Homelessness-in-Washington-2017.pdf
http://awayhomewa.org/
https://www.youtube.com/user/invisiblepeopletv
https://www.unitedwayalice.org/washington
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23172&LangID=E
http://budgetandpolicy.org/policy-areas/jobs-economy/income_inequality


More questions, comments, 
ideas? Connect with us:
● Aileen Luppert

○ aluppert@scld.org | 509-893-8416S

● Hayden Bass
○ hayden.bass@spl.org | 206-684-0756

● Suzanne Carlson-Prandini
○ scarlson-prandini@cob.org | 360-778-7236

mailto:aluppert@scld.org
mailto:hayden.bass@spl.org
mailto:scarlson-prandini@cob.org

