
 

Kristin K. White. Adult Patrons’ Use of Public Libraries to Find Health Information. A 
Master’s Paper for the M.S. in L.S degree. April, 2010. 43 pages. Advisor: Claudia 
Gollop 

The need for health information is universal, but with limited time to spend with health 
care professionals and the increasing amount of health information available online, 
people often have trouble finding quality health information that they can understand.  
Public libraries are perhaps a solution to this problem, as they provide access to resources 
and help with searching for information.  This study seeks to understand how people use 
public libraries for finding health information.  Patrons from three libraries were 
surveyed about their reasons for choosing the public library to find health information, 
the types of resources they used while there, and their satisfaction level with the 
information they found.  Reference librarians were interviewed about the services they 
provide and the types of resources available to users.  Findings indicate that most users 
come to the public library to use medical books available there and that many prefer print 
sources over online sources. 
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Introduction 

The need for health information is universal, one which we all face at some point 

in our lives.  But the ways in which people go about finding this necessary information 

continue to change.  This paper examines one of these ways: how people use public 

libraries to find health information.  This topic fits into the larger area of consumer health 

information, which has become increasingly relevant with the availability of so much 

information via the Internet as well as the current health care environment.  Many, if not 

most, doctors acknowledge the importance of encouraging patients to participate in their 

own care (Gillaspy, 2005) which requires health care consumers to educate themselves 

about medical issues.  One way they do this is by seeking health information on the 

Internet, which has become a more prevalent occurrence in recent years.  According to a 

2003 report from the Pew Internet Project, 93 million Americans had conducted searches 

for health information on the Internet (Fox & Fallows, 2003).  This number is up from 52 

million Americans who used the Internet to make health decisions in 2000 and 73 million 

who searched for health information online in 2002 (Fox & Rainie, 2002). 

At the same time, the public library has long been considered a trusted source of 

information for the general public, and increasingly even for more personal topics such as 

health information.  It has been reported that between 6 and 20 percent of reference 

questions in public libraries are health-related (Wood et al., 2000).  Additionally, research 

indicates that people feel that the public library should provide assistance in selecting 

reliable health information (Xie & Bugg, 2009).  Evidently, public libraries are an 
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important place for users to go to meet their personal information needs even in an age of 

abundant health information online. 

The need for consumer health information presents specific challenges for the 

general population.  Consumers often have limited time to spend with their physician 

discussing health issues and are confronted with a plethora of information about new 

drugs and treatments, creating a need for them to understand much of this information on 

their own (Deering & Harris, 1996; Gillaspy, 2005).  At the same time, the amount of 

consumer health information on the web can be overwhelming, with much of it being of 

questionable quality, leaving consumers to sort through the good and the bad in order to 

find information that is relevant to them.  Public libraries would seem to be a solution to 

these problems, as they provide access to information for users who might otherwise be 

without access and librarians who can help people distinguish between good and bad 

sources of information.  Public libraries have the potential to be, and indeed already are, 

important portals to vital health information for many people, which is why this is an 

important topic to study. 

The issue that this research intends to address is to describe how people currently 

use public libraries in their search for health information.  Much of the research that 

already exists has addressed issues such as the kinds of sources public libraries provide 

that cover health-related topics or factors influencing the provision of health information, 

but little research currently exists that studies the ways in which people utilize the health-

related services available to them through their public libraries.  This paper will attempt 

to bridge this gap by asking the following research questions:  
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• Why do people choose the public library as a source for finding health 

information? 

• What kinds of sources do people use when looking for health information at the 

public library? 

• To what extent are users satisfied with the information they obtain at the public 

library? 
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Literature Review 

Public libraries have long been a source of information for the communities in 

which they exist.  One of the information needs that people most often use public 

libraries for is health information (Wood et al., 2000).  Yet with the rise in the amount of 

consumer health information freely available on the Internet, people now have even more 

choices of where to turn to find health information.  In such an environment, why do they 

choose to go to the public library for health information, and does this choice lead to a 

successful search experience?  The purpose of this literature review is to identify the 

research that has been conducted on the types of health-related resources and services 

provided by public libraries, some of the different populations toward which those 

services are targeted, and some potential issues raised by the provision of services.  This 

literature review will also demonstrate the gaps that exist in this area and the need to 

address questions of people’s motivations for using the public library to find health 

information, what sources they use there, and how successful they are in finding what 

they need there. 

To better understand the role of public libraries in the area of consumer health 

information, it is useful to begin with some background information.  Deering and Harris 

(1996) provide a good overview of the demand for consumer health information and the 

possibilities for libraries to help meet that demand.  Their findings are based on an 

assessment of consumer health information demand and delivery conducted by the 

Department of Health and Human Services.  The authors identify various user groups 
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who are most likely to seek health information and who might be the least likely to be 

able to find it without assistance or be satisfied with what they find.  Results of the 

assessment indicate that there is a strong demand for consumer health information and a 

variety of sources of information to which people turn.  Such sources include medical 

practitioners, health care facilities, libraries, voluntary health agencies, mass media, 

federal programs, and employers.  One of the significant findings of the assessment was 

that people usually turn to some type of intermediary as their first source of health 

information, including physicians and librarians.  The reason for this reliance on 

intermediaries is due, at least in part, to some of the problems related to health 

information that the authors identify.  These problems include difficulty with interpreting 

conflicting information, judging the credibility of information, and choosing between 

many different options.   

The significant level of demand for consumer health information, the variety of 

sources that supply it, and the problems surrounding it all present opportunities for 

libraries to fill this need.  Deering and Harris’s point about people’s preference for an 

intermediary in finding health information seems to suggest a role for libraries to play in 

the search for consumer health information.  With so many sources that provide 

information, libraries can serve as a resource to help people sort through other sources to 

find the best information and link people to the suppliers that best fit their needs.  

Libraries can also assist in selecting reliable information and weighing the 

appropriateness and credibility of conflicting information.  Are libraries actually 

performing these functions?  Do people use libraries for these reasons, and what do users 

think about the services that libraries provide to help alleviate the problems presented by 
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the wealth of available health information?  Understanding the background of the 

consumer health information environment, especially several years after this article was 

written, can give us a point of reference to which we can compare the current state of 

public library use in the consumer health information milieu. 

Once we situate ourselves within this framework, it is useful to consider how this 

environment might have come to be.  One author that provides some possible 

explanations is Gillaspy (2005).  This article reviews trends in public libraries’ provision 

of health information from 2000 to 2005 and identifies seven factors that have influenced 

this area.  These include increased access to the Internet, quality of web-based health 

information, better understanding of the health effects of American lifestyles, progression 

of the consumer health movement, increased availability of quality print materials, 

emphasis on health literacy, and the effects of September 11th.  Some of these topics are 

explored by other research described later in this review.  The author goes on to identify 

several other factors that influence health information provision that have not changed in 

recent years, including health coverage in the news, the Baby Boomers, lack of time with 

health care professionals, and alternative and complementary therapies.  The author 

concludes by calling for strong partnerships as well as thoughtfully constructed 

collections in order to meet the demands of consumers for health information. 

Gillaspy’s article informs the research study at hand because it helps to explain 

one perspective on why public library health-related services are in their current state, or 

at least were in 2005.  Considering why things are the way they are might help to explain 

some of the successes and shortcomings that influence the way people use public library-

provided services and perhaps deal with their limitations.  Of course it is likely that some 
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of these factors may have changed since 2005, but this article at least provides a 

foundation to help us understand some of the reasons behind the current state of affairs. 

The literature on this topic describes some of the types of health-related resources 

and services that public libraries provide.  One type of service libraries often provide is 

access to commercial health databases as well as other health-related websites.  For 

example, Picerno (2005) examines the types of online resources to which public libraries 

provide access.  In the article, the author begins by summarizing what is known about the 

kinds of users who look for health information on the Internet and some of their 

information-seeking habits.  Most users tend to be younger, with some college 

experience, and are somewhat skeptical about the origin of online health information but 

still do not often evaluate it rigorously.  Picerno then conducted a study of various public 

library websites to see how many provided access to commercial databases of health 

information, and which databases those were, as well as how many public library 

websites provided links to other free health and medical websites.  The author found that 

all but 13.2% of 113 libraries studied had some evidence of providing commercial health 

databases to patrons, and of a smaller sample of 34 library websites only 14.7% showed 

no evidence of links to health-related websites.  The most frequently used sources were 

broad in scope and contained articles from scholarly journals on general health topics as 

well as journals that cover more specific conditions.  Results of this study indicated that 

there was no apparent correlation between the size or location of a library and the kinds 

of health resources it provides, nor between the number of commercial databases and the 

number of links to freely available websites.  Although this is not a usability study, the 

author also found that health information was easier to find on some websites than others.  
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The article concludes with recommendations about how public libraries can better 

provide health information resources to the public.   

Picerno’s study informs the research study at hand by describing some of the 

types of health-related resources that public libraries provide.  Online health information 

represents a significant portion of the information available to consumers, so knowing the 

prevalence of health information available on public library websites can give us a clue 

about patrons’ online searching experience and how it might affect their overall library 

experience.  The kinds of sources available to public library patrons can affect the kinds 

of sources that they use, but it may also limit the information they are able to access.  

This article sheds light on a particular service the library offers in providing health 

information and, in combination with knowledge of how patrons use the resources at the 

public library, could help identify ways to improve services to users. 

The study above raises a significant point in the area of consumer health 

information.  Before moving on to look at other services that public libraries provide, it is 

important to look at one particular aspect of health information seeking behavior, namely, 

consumers’ use of the Internet as a source of health information.  People use the Internet 

for health information in a variety of settings, and one example of this comes from 

Valimaki, Nenonen, Koivunen, and Suhonen’s (2007) study of hospital patients’ 

perceptions of Internet use in obtaining health information.  The researchers distributed 

questionnaires on two different occasions (2002 and 2003) to patients being discharged 

from the hospital.  They found that patients’ Internet access and usage increased during 

this period and that patients generally thought that information technology is important 

for delivering health information, although less than half wanted to use email to receive 
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information.  In contrast to these views, the majority of patients preferred face-to-face 

verbal interactions with hospital staff as the delivery method for health information.   

Although this study was conducted in a hospital setting where patients are likely 

to have very specific information needs, it may be indicative of the way others prefer to 

receive health information.  With the increase in Internet access and usage in the general 

population over time, the Internet is likely to remain an important source for health 

information for some time to come.  The results of this study also imply that people still 

prefer a trusted human intermediary in their search for health information even with the 

amount of information the Internet affords them.  Both of these avenues warrant 

attention.  What does this mean for the current study?  Public libraries are often 

considered to be trustworthy sources of information in general, and thus may be looked to 

as the preferred intermediary for providing health information.  The current study will 

attempt to find out if this is the case and if this is one of the reasons that people choose 

the public library as a source of health information.  It will also attempt to discover the 

prevalence of online health information seeking among public library users. 

Public libraries also provide services in the form of training to teach people how 

to find health information online.  The degree to which this type of training is successful 

may have implications for how successfully users are later able to find health 

information.  One study that exemplifies this was conducted by Xie and Bugg (2009).  

They initially developed a series of computer training classes aimed at older adults to 

help them locate quality health information online.  These classes were then taught in a 

public library setting over a four-week period by graduate students in a local LIS 

program.  Participants later evaluated the program after the series of classes ended, and 
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their responses to questions about their levels of computer anxiety, interest, and efficacy 

from before and after the training sessions were compared.  The authors found that the 

majority of participants had positive perceptions of the training and reported reduced 

levels of computer anxiety and increased interest and efficacy in using computers to find 

health information after the training.  The majority of participants reported using the 

online resources presented during the training outside of class during the four weeks in 

which sessions took place, even though most of them were not familiar with these 

resources before the classes began. 

While this study demonstrates the usefulness of computer training for older adults 

in general, it is also significant in the context of finding health information specifically.  

The finding that most older adults in the study applied the skills from the training to their 

lives outside of class implies that finding quality health information is a significant aspect 

of people’s personal information needs.  Additionally, although most participants said 

they did not expect public libraries to provide this type of training, they also said that 

public libraries should provide this type of training program.  This seems to indicate that 

the public library is viewed as a place people would like to turn for guidance in finding 

and selecting health information to fill their personal needs.  Why the public library?  

This is one of the questions that the current study intends to investigate. 

Providing training and access to online health information resources are just some 

of the ways public libraries seek to meet the personal health information needs of patrons.  

Reference librarians also report providing assistance to a significant number of users with 

health-related questions.  One study of health-related reference transactions in public 

libraries, specifically from the perspective of staff members, was conducted by Borman 
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and McKenzie (2005).  In this study, the researchers interviewed six public library staff 

members about a total of seventy-four accounts of questions regarding consumer health 

information.  While analyzing these accounts, the authors identified barriers associated 

with the encounters and divided them into several categories including those that 

preceded the user’s visit to the library, those associated with the user’s encounter with the 

library, and those associated with the library’s response to the user’s question.  According 

to staff accounts, barriers that users faced prior to going to the library included difficulty 

in finding out about or connecting with health care professionals or other agencies as well 

as physicians’ lack of time to spend discussing issues with their patients.  Barriers 

encountered during the library visit were considered to be content-related (missing 

information on the part of the user or lack of knowledge on the part of the librarian) or 

relational (interpersonal characteristics of the participants or sensitive nature of the topic).  

Finally, librarians described some barriers as beyond their personal control and more 

closely related to the library as a whole.  These include factors such as whether the user 

interacted with a capable staff member; the scope, availability, and organization of the 

collection; and funding and coordination of local resources. 

The authors of this article intended to examine how librarians construct the 

“story” of the reference transaction and portray their own successes, but it is still very 

useful in understanding the role of reference services in users’ search for health 

information at the public library.  Analysis of these accounts can help give us a better 

understanding of the challenges that librarians face in assisting patrons looking for health 

information as well as challenges that patrons face (at least from the librarians’ 

perspectives) in communicating their questions to the librarians and  negotiating their 
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library experience to find the help they need.  The article also raises some issues 

surrounding the search, issues that are related to the nature of the information that people 

are seeking.  People may often be uncomfortable discussing health issues with librarians 

with whom they are not familiar, and librarians may be afraid to probe too deeply out of 

respect for patrons’ privacy, making the experience more difficult for both parties.  These 

issues and challenges could very well play into users’ reasons for choosing the public 

library as a source of health information, whether or not they choose to approach the 

reference desk with their questions, and how satisfied they are in their ability to find what 

they need. 

As suggested in the previous articles, consumer health information presents a 

variety of difficulties.  One of these is consumers’ ability to understand the information 

available to them.  Burnham (2003) stresses the importance of health information literacy 

in a review of various initiatives to increase and evaluate levels of literacy.  Citing studies 

that reveal alarmingly low levels of literacy among American adults, the author also 

presents findings from the Institute of Medicine highlighting problems with the American 

health care system.  One of these findings is that the problem of inequalities in health 

care is partially due to health literacy issues, especially since this is an issue that affects 

all types of patients at every stage of life.  While there are multiple methods for 

measuring the reading level of medical material, the author notes that much of this 

material is above the comprehension level of many adults.  In reviewing major health 

literacy initiatives in recent years, the author finds that while some mention libraries as a 

resource for increasing health literacy, some do not.  The author sees libraries as vital 
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players in building health literacy even if other organizations have not yet realized 

libraries’ potential.   

People’s ability to read and understand health information is clearly an issue, and 

libraries seem to be in a position to address this issue.  If libraries do fulfill the role of 

educating patrons on health literacy issues, it may have an effect on users’ satisfaction 

with the information they find and their ability to find it.  Do consumers recognize the 

potential of public libraries to assist them in their attempt to make sense of material that 

is often too difficult for them?  The current study intends to take this problem into 

account in its examination of reasons that people use the public library to find health 

information and their satisfaction with the information they obtain from the public 

library.   

In summary, the use of health information online has grown in recent years, and 

libraries are increasingly making access to that information easier to find through their 

own websites.  However, people still often prefer to consult with a human intermediary 

when looking for health information for a variety of reasons: they often want assistance 

sorting through the vast quantity of information, they have trouble understanding the 

information that is available to them, or they want help or training in finding quality 

sources of health information.  The time people are able to spend talking to their doctors 

about health information has been decreasing in recent years, so patients now have to 

look elsewhere for a human intermediary as well as the information they need.  The 

literature indicates that they are turning to the public library as a source for this 

information. 
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The previous articles all inform the topic of how people use the public library to 

find health information in some way, including the kinds of resources and services that 

public libraries provide, the types of users looking for health information and their 

information seeking preferences, or various problems associated with searching for health 

information.  These aspects of the topic can help shed light on the reasons why people 

choose to use the public library for health information, the types of sources they use once 

they have chosen to use the public library, and their levels of satisfaction with the 

information they are able to find there.  However, there is still room for investigation into 

the ways people actually utilize the resources and services at the public library rather than 

just what those services are, and especially from the perspective of patrons.  The current 

study seeks to bridge this gap by combining an understanding of the kinds of services 

available and the types of people who might use them to discover how public library 

resources and services are currently being used in patrons’ search for health information. 
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Methodology 
 

The method used for this research was a combination of surveys (questionnaires) 

and semi-structured interviews.  The term “survey” can have multiple meanings in the 

context of research methods, but according to Groves et al. (2009), “A ‘survey’ is a 

systematic method for gathering information from (a sample of) entities for the purposes 

of constructing quantitative descriptors of the attributes of the larger population of which 

the entities are members” (p. 2).  Surveys are used to gather descriptive information about 

the characteristics, attitudes, opinions, or experiences of a population.  They are useful in 

describing human behavior and its potential causes, but they can also work well for 

collecting more objective data such as demographic information.  Some generally 

accepted characteristics of surveys are that they collect information by asking people 

questions which can be administered either through interviews where people are asked 

questions and an interviewer records their answers or by having people either read or 

listen to questions and record their answers themselves (Groves et al., 2009).   

The other method chosen for this study was the semi-structured interview.  With 

this method, the researcher begins with a set of predetermined questions, but the 

researcher can change the order of the questions, leave questions out, or ask additional 

probing questions during an interview depending on the respondent’s answers.  

According to Wildemuth (2009), “Semistructured interviews give the interviewer 

considerable freedom to adjust the questions as the interview goes on and to probe far 

beyond a particular respondent’s answers to the predetermined questions.  Researchers 
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often choose to use semistructured interviews because they are aware that individuals 

understand the world in varying ways.  They want to elicit information on their research 

topics from each subject’s perspective” (p. 233).  Using this method, two reference 

librarians from each of the three public libraries in this study who answer questions about 

health information were interviewed to find out, from their perspectives, what kinds of 

questions users are asking.  The three libraries where the research for this study took 

place were the Chapel Hill Public Library, the main library in the Durham County Public 

Library system, and Cameron Village Regional Library in the Wake County Public 

Library system.  Each librarian has unique experiences in this regard, and the semi-

structured interview allowed for collection of data that can capture this uniqueness.   

 
Justification 

The survey method was chosen for this research because it is an ideal method for 

examining behaviors of members of a population, which is the intent of this study.  The 

purpose of this study is to look at the information seeking behavior of public library users 

regarding health information in order to better understand those behaviors.  Survey 

research is an effective method for gathering this type of data because it collects data 

directly from the subjects themselves without an intermediate step.  The surveys were 

administered by asking people to fill them out in person when they were visiting the 

library.  This technique was chosen for several reasons that are appropriate for this study.  

First, the population from which this sample was obtained is public library users, for 

which there is no sampling frame to choose names of people to send a survey.  As a 

result, for the sake of convenience the sample consisted of any willing users of three local 

public libraries who came to the library at a given day and time.  Second, the survey was 
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administered in person rather than via the Web or e-mail because one of the assumptions 

of this study was that some people come to the public library to use the Internet because 

they do not have access elsewhere.  Hence, it would not have made sense to administer a 

survey to which respondents in the sample did not have access.  The survey could have 

been available on the computers in the public library, but this method might have missed 

users who only come to the library to look for books and do not use the computers.  It 

also may have been easier for users to ignore the survey if it was administered on the 

computers, possibly resulting in a smaller sample size. 

In addition to the survey for library users, two reference librarians were also 

interviewed from each library; these librarians were ones who answer questions about 

health information.  The librarians were identified by asking members of the library staff 

who are the people that handle most health-related questions.  These interviews were 

semi-structured and lasted for a short period of time (thirty minutes or less).  The reason 

for these interviews was to find out from the librarians’ perspective what types of 

questions users ask about health information and to compare their answers to those of the 

patrons themselves.  This provided an additional level of detail to complement the data 

collected in the surveys.  Semi-structured interviews were used rather than structured or 

unstructured because this allowed for differences in the experiences of the various 

librarians while still gathering consistent types of information.  

 
Population and Sample 

The population studied was primarily public library users who use the library to 

look for health information.  To study this population, the sample consisted of people 

who showed up to use the public library at a given day and time and who were willing to 
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complete the survey.   Each library was visited for two hours at a time on two occasions 

over the course of two weeks, varying the days of the week and times in order to reach 

different groups of users.  This procedure was repeated at three local public libraries, 

including the Chapel Hill Public Library, the main library in the Durham County Public 

Library system, and the Cameron Village Regional Library in the Wake County Public 

Library system.  These libraries are heavily used and each represents different 

communities and demographic groups, which is why they were chosen for sampling.  

Because of the difficulty of identifying each member of the population (as public library 

users visiting the library may not necessarily have a library card), this sampling technique 

was one of convenience and thus is usually referred to as “convenience sampling.” 

 
Data Collection Instruments 

 The survey instrument for this study is included in Appendix A and the interview 

schedule for librarians is in Appendix B.  The survey asked users if they have ever used 

the public library to find health information in the past.  If not, they were asked why not 

using an open-ended question.  If so, they were given a list of possible reasons that they 

chose the public library as their source for information and asked to check all that apply.  

An option for “other” was available and respondents were asked to specify a reason if 

they chose this option; this captured any responses that were not anticipated.  The next 

question asked what types of sources participants used while at the public library when 

looking for health information.  Again, they were presented with a list of choices 

including “other” and a space to specify an answer if they chose this option.  Finally, 

participants were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the information they were 

able to obtain from the public library on a Likert-type scale, from very satisfied to very 
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dissatisfied.  Each of these questions directly relates to one of the research questions: why 

users choose the public library as a source for health information, what kinds of sources 

they use while at the library, and whether or not they are satisfied with the information 

they find there. 

 Appendix B contains the interview schedule used during the interviews with 

reference librarians from each library.  The first few questions ask about the types of 

people who use the library as well as the estimated number and percentage of health-

related questions librarians receive in a typical week.  Other questions included what 

types of sources the librarians direct users to, how many sources they use in answering a 

single question, and whether librarians ever direct users to other organizations for more 

information.  The last few questions asked whether librarians are usually able to answer 

users’ questions and whether users seem satisfied with the information they receive.   

 
Study Procedures 

Study procedures followed a predetermined schedule.  During each library visit, a 

table was set up just inside the main entrance to the library with the surveys and a sign to 

attract visitors’ attention.  The researcher asked users as they entered the library if they 

would be willing to participate in the study, explaining what the study was.  If patrons 

agreed, they then filled out the survey.  This only took a few minutes, as the survey was 

kept as short as possible so as not to burden the participants and to increase the likelihood 

that they would agree to fill it out.  At each library, as an inducement, participants were 

also given the option to enter a drawing for a $25 gift card.  This two-hour procedure was 

repeated twice at each library during a two-week period.  For the interviews, the library 

managers were contacted to find out which reference librarians would be most 
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appropriate to interview (who had the most experience answering health information 

questions).  Each selected librarian was interviewed for approximately thirty minutes. 

 
Ethical Issues 
 

This study presents possible ethical issues because it deals with information 

related to participants’ health.  While questions on the survey instrument did not directly 

ask people about what health conditions they were looking for information about, 

participants may have still been uncomfortable answering questions that they felt could 

indicate the specific conditions in which they were interested.  One topic of interest 

during this study was discovering what types of sources people use, including what types 

of websites they might be visiting.  People might have been unwilling to share the names 

of specific websites if the website is dedicated to a particular condition, especially if that 

condition has some type of stigma attached to it (mental health, for example).  The survey 

did not ask for specific websites for this reason, so questions asked about the type of 

website used such as whether they were government-provided, websites for an 

association or nonprofit group, or commercial websites.  No names were collected with 

the surveys so individual responses are not identifiable.  This ensured anonymity and 

protects the identities of the respondents.   

 
Study Limitations 

While this study has yielded important information about the use of public 

libraries in finding health information, it does have some limitations.  First, because the 

sampling method is one of convenience and not a probability sample of the population, it 

is difficult to generalize the results of the survey to the entire population of public library 
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users.  Second, the research relied in part on people’s memories of instances when they 

have used the public library to find health information.  Participants were surveyed as 

they entered the library, so they had to recall a previous experience in order to answer the 

questions.   People were surveyed before they entered as opposed to as they were leaving 

the library (in which case they may have had a fresh experience with searching for health 

information) because it was thought that people would be more likely to stop before 

rather than after, as they may have been heading somewhere after visiting the library and 

may not have time to stop.  However, choosing to do it this way did introduce a limitation 

as people may not have had a clear recollection of their health information seeking.  This 

was also a limitation of the interviews with librarians as well, as the data being collected 

depended on their memories of assisting patrons with health information, which may not 

have happened recently. 
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Results and Discussion 
 

One hundred forty-eight people filled out the survey among the three libraries.  Of 

these respondents, 67 were female (45%), 77 were male (52%), and four did not indicate 

their sex (3%).  Ages of the respondents ranged from 18 to 82, with an average age of 46.  

Most respondents were either white (57%) or African American (32%).  The majority 

also reported having at least some education beyond high school; 28 percent reported a 

bachelor’s degree as their highest level of education, 24 percent had received a master’s 

degree, and 7 percent had a doctoral degree.  Another 19 percent reported attending some 

college without earning a degree. 

Of the 148 people who completed a survey, 93 responded “yes” to the first 

question, “Have you ever used the public library to look for health information?”  The 

average age of those who answered yes was 47.  Of these, there were 47 females, 44 

males, and two who did not indicate their sex.  The racial makeup of this group was 

similar to the makeup of the entire sample, with 56 white respondents (60%) and 29 

African American respondents (31%).  Education levels were also similar to those of the 

entire sample.  Twenty-eight percent reported a bachelor’s degree as their highest level of 

education, 24 percent reported receiving a master’s degree, and nine percent reported 

having a doctoral degree, with another 18 percent reporting attending some college but no 

degree. 

Figures 1 through 6 consider only these participants who answered “yes” to 

question number one.  Figure 1 summarizes the reasons that people come to the public 
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library to find health information.  For this question, users could select more than one 

answer.  The survey found that the most common reason users cited was that the library 

has medical books or other resources that they do not have access to elsewhere, with 57 

percent of respondents choosing this reason.  Other common reasons included following 

up on information from a health care professional (47% of respondents) and lack of 

Internet access elsewhere (34% of respondents).  Interestingly, wanting help from a 

librarian (to determine which websites have reliable health information, to understand 

information on health-related websites, or to understand information obtained from a 

health care professional) was the least commonly-cited reason for choosing the public 

library. 

 
Figure 1: Reasons for choosing the public library as a source for health information 

(number of responses) 

 
Figure 2 summarizes the types of sources users consult while visiting the public 

library.  Again, for this question multiple selections were allowed.  The most common 
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source used was books about medical or health-related information, with 70 percent of 

respondents choosing this source.  Various types of websites were also common sources 

of information.  Overall, online sources ranked as the second most common type of 

source, with 63 percent of respondents choosing at least one type of online source.  These 

include websites for health-oriented associations, websites produced by other nonprofit 

groups, government-produced websites, hospital websites, websites produced by colleges 

or universities, commercial websites, and article databases available only at the library.  

Asking a librarian ranked as one of the least commonly-used resources, with only 15 

percent of respondents choosing this resource.  This is consistent with the low number of 

users who reported “wanting help from a librarian” as one of their reasons for coming to 

the public library. 

 
Figure 2: Types of resources used while at the public library (number of responses) 
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The next question on the survey asked users to indicate their level of satisfaction 

with the health-related information they found at the public library.  Figure 3 summarizes 

their responses.  Overall, users were satisfied with the information they were able to find, 

with 50 percent reporting that they were “Very satisfied” and 42 percent reporting that 

they were “Somewhat satisfied.”  These responses can be further broken down by the 

libraries at which the users filled out the survey.  This breakdown is represented in 

Figures 4, 5, and 6.  Durham had the highest percentage of respondents who were “Very 

satisfied,” with 25 out of 43 respondents choosing this answer.  Cameron Village had 7 

out of 14 respondents who reported being “Very satisfied” and Chapel Hill had 14 out of 

36. 

 

Figure 3: Satisfaction with health-related information at the public library (percentage of 
responses) 
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Figure 4: Satisfaction levels at Durham 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Satisfaction levels at Cameron Village 
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Figure 6: Satisfaction levels at Chapel Hill 

 

Out of 148 people who completed the survey, 55 reported that they did not use the 

public library to look for health-related information.  They were then asked their reasons 

for not doing so using an open-ended question.  The most commonly cited reason, with 

17 responses, was that the users preferred to use the Internet either at home or somewhere 

else outside the library.  Other common reasons included that they had no need (11 

responses), they obtained the information they needed from their doctor or other health 

care professional (8 responses), and that they had never considered the idea (5 responses).  

One subject wrote, “I prefer personal interaction.”  Another noted, “I find more current 

information online,” perhaps indicating that she viewed the resources available at the 

public library as being outdated. 

In addition to the surveys administered to public library patrons, two librarians 

from each of the three libraries were also interviewed as part of this research.  Each of 

these librarians works an average of 23 hours at the reference desk each week.  When 
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asked how many health-related questions they receive at the reference desk in a typical 

week, they all reported a very low number, and all estimated that health-related questions 

accounted for less than 10 percent of all reference questions they receive.  This is 

consistent with the fact that only a small portion of patrons report asking a librarian for 

help while looking for health information.  One librarian speculated about the reason for 

this low number, which she said has decreased over the last ten years:  

It used to be that older people didn’t know anything about the Internet, and they 
tended to want health information from the Internet back then, even when I had 
really great books…they heard the Internet is what you should have, because 
that’s what everybody told them.  ‘Oh, you should go on the Internet and get 
information,’ and so that’s what they wanted, and they particularly came to the 
desk to ask for Internet information.  And now, I don’t get so much of that 
particular Internet information request. Still some, because there still are some 
people who can’t use the Internet or don’t feel comfortable with it, but it’s not so 
much and I think maybe because a lot of people just are doing it for themselves.  I 
think that’s it.  But I’m only guessing.   
 
The librarians mentioned a variety of sources when asked about the types of 

resources available to users at the library.  Five mentioned the library’s print reference 

collection and specifically named sources such as the Physicians’ Desk Reference, the 

Mayo Clinic Family Health Book, the Merck Manual, Consumer Reports drug reference 

guides, and McGill health guides.  All of the librarians mentioned the circulating 

collection.  These collections vary from library to library, but types of books mentioned 

include books on specific diseases such as cancer; books on alternative health; “organ 

books” about topics such as the thyroid, heart, or kidneys; and books on particular health 

conditions such as back pain, fibromyalgia, or bipolar disorder.  Three of the librarians 

expressed the concern that their print collections are not as current as they would like 

them to be.  Besides these print sources, all of the librarians noted online resources that 

are available to users.  All of the librarians mentioned either online databases generally or 
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NC Live specifically.  Other online sources included Medline Plus (mentioned by two 

librarians), NC Health Info (mentioned by two), PubMed, websites for the Mayo Clinic 

or CDC, and Health Link (each mentioned by one). 

In response to the question asking what kinds of sources they direct people to for 

questions, most of the librarians distinguished between print and online resources and 

said they usually ask patrons whether they prefer print or online sources before directing 

them to a particular source.  Some noted that certain types of patrons were more 

comfortable with print sources (for example, the elderly) while others preferred Internet 

sources.  One librarian noted that currency is also an issue when considering what types 

of resources to consult: “We try to stay up to date on our books that you can check out, 

but you know with medicine things are kind of cutting edge so you might have to go to 

the Internet or go to the journals, academic journals, so it really depends.”  Four out of six 

also said they ask patrons if they would like a book that they can check out and take 

home with them as opposed to using reference books.  Four librarians also noted that 

some of these questions come from students doing research for a class assignment, and in 

some cases students are required to have a certain number of print sources or journal 

articles. 

The number of sources consulted for a single question varied between librarians, 

and only two respondents gave a concrete number (two to three sources for one 

respondent, one for the other).  The rest said that it depends on the preferences of the 

patron; some patrons are happy with the information they find in the first source, but if 

not the librarians will continue to look for sources until the information need is satisfied.  

Two librarians noted that they sometimes have to be careful not to overwhelm the users 
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with more sources than the users want; sometimes the users are satisfied with the amount 

or quality of information found before the librarians are satisfied that they have answered 

the user’s question. 

Four out of the six librarians said that they do, on occasion, have to refer users to 

other organizations to answer their question if the question cannot be answered with the 

resources at the public library.  These outside organizations were primarily the libraries at 

local universities and hospitals.  Triangle United Way 211 was another agency mentioned 

for referring people to social services agencies.  Overall, though, all of the librarians said 

that they are usually able to answer users’ questions and that users generally seem to be 

satisfied with the information the librarians are able to give them in response to their 

questions.  Two librarians mentioned that users are sometimes unhappy when the 

librarians will not provide medical advice or interpret medical information for them, but 

this is usually a small number of patrons.  All of the librarians said that user surveys were 

periodically conducted at their libraries to measure customer satisfaction, but none of the 

surveys ask specifically about health information. 

One of the assumptions at the outset of this research was that libraries provide a 

place for people to get help in distinguishing reliable health information from information 

of a lower quality, and that they would turn to librarians for this kind of help.  However, 

after collecting the data this did not seem to be one of the primary reasons for using the 

public library or activities people engaged in while there.  Only 13 people reported 

wanting help from a librarian as one of the reasons for using the public library to find 

health information, and of these 13 people only five reported actually asking a librarian 

for help once they were at the library.  A total of only 14 people reported asking a 
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librarian for help.  Additionally, the librarians themselves reported that they receive a 

very small number of health-related reference questions.  There could be multiple reasons 

for this.  As one librarian speculated, patrons’ Internet skills have likely become more 

sophisticated and so they do not need as much help searching for information online as 

they once did.  Perhaps the quality of health information online has improved so that 

patrons have an easier time finding good information online without help.  Also, patrons 

still often indicate a preference for books or other print materials, and perhaps they are 

more confident in their ability to find the information they want in these materials 

without assistance. 

Health information literacy was another issue of interest to this study.  The 

literature indicates that much of the health information available to consumers is above 

the reading level of the average adult, so it was thought that perhaps users would turn to 

librarians for help with understanding the information they found or finding information 

that they could more easily understand.  One way to get a possible sense of literacy levels 

is to look at patrons’ highest level of education.  This was then examined and compared 

in terms of the patrons who reported wanting help from librarians as well as those who 

actually asked for help.  Among those who said that getting help from a librarian was one 

of the reasons they chose to come to the public library (13 users), four were not high 

school graduates, one was a high school graduate but had no further education, four had 

attended some college, one had earned an associate’s degree, and three had earned 

master’s degrees.  Of the 14 people who actually asked a librarian for help, five were 

high school graduates but had no further education, two had attended some college, one 

had earned an associate’s degree, two had earned bachelor’s degrees, and four had earned 
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master’s degrees.  The higher concentration of people with less education within this 

group is perhaps to be expected, but it is interesting that several people with master’s 

degrees also fell into this group.  The reasons for this are unclear, but perhaps it shows 

that the world of health information can be complex and sometimes requires professional 

help to navigate it for people of all educational levels. 

Another interesting finding was that users from the three libraries involved in this 

study still seem to prefer books and other print sources in their search for health 

information.  With the growth of the Internet and the amount of information available 

online, it was expected that users would prefer the Internet as a source for health 

information.  But books were the most-used resource consulted at the library, with 65 

respondents (70%) using them in contrast to the 59 respondents (63%) who used at least 

one online source.  Interestingly, 19 people reported that books were the only source they 

used at the public library, and 27 reported using only print sources (books, journals, or 

pamphlets).  In contrast to this, only nine people reported using online sources as the only 

sources consulted while at the public library.  One possible explanation for the small 

number of people using only online sources, and for the relatively higher number of 

people using print sources, is that many people have access to the Internet at home or 

work and thus do not need to look for online information while at the library; they are 

likely more interested in books or other print sources that they do not have access to at 

home. 

An interesting comparison is the satisfaction levels of people using only print 

sources and those using online sources.  Of the 19 people who used only books at the 

library, six (32%) were very satisfied, ten (53%) were somewhat satisfied, one (5%) was 
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neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, and two (10%) were somewhat dissatisfied.  Among the 

27 who used only print sources (books, journals, or pamphlets), eleven (41%) were very 

satisfied, thirteen (48%) were somewhat satisfied, one (4%) was neither satisfied nor 

dissatisfied, and two (7%) were somewhat dissatisfied.  Those who used online sources 

tended to be a bit more satisfied with the information they were able to find.  Of the nine 

who used only online sources, three (33%) were very satisfied and six (66%) were 

somewhat satisfied.  Among the 59 who used at least one online source, 33 (56%) were 

very satisfied, 25 (42%) were somewhat satisfied, and one (2%) was neither satisfied nor 

dissatisfied. 

One possible explanation for this difference in satisfaction between those using 

only print sources and those using online sources is the currency of the information found 

in the various sources.  Several patrons commented that the information available in 

books is often not the most current available, which in health-related fields can be a 

serious consideration, and that the library needed to address this issue.  One patron wrote, 

“Unfortunately, for health related issues, information changes so rapidly that books 

cannot keep up.  I think having the most current books available would be the best.”  

Librarians also expressed this concern, with one librarian mentioning that the library had 

recently weeded all books that were older than five years.  Perhaps the users that 

consulted online sources at least in addition to print, if not exclusively, were able to find 

information that was more recent and thus were happier with what they were able to find. 

 This study sought to determine the reasons people use the public library to find 

health information, the types of sources they consult there, and their satisfaction with 

what they find.  It was originally assumed that some people would come to the library in 
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order to access the Internet because they do not have access elsewhere, and that the 

majority of users would prefer online information sources.  While Internet access was one 

of the top reasons people gave for using the library, the most commonly cited reason was 

to be able to access medical books and other resources not available elsewhere.  Books 

were the most commonly consulted source at the public library as well.  This may be due 

to the fact that the majority of users surveyed have Internet access at home (only 34% 

indicated that they do not have Internet access outside the library) and do not need to 

come to the library to search for health information online.  For these users, perhaps the 

library is still primarily seen as a repository for print materials.  Users were mostly 

satisfied with the information available at the library, but perhaps user satisfaction could 

be increased through continuing efforts on the part of the libraries to provide only the 

most current print resources.   Other areas for improvement within the libraries include 

increased advertising and education for users about their services related to health 

information in order to reach those who had not considered using the public library to 

search for this information. 
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Directions for Future Research 
 
 This study has examined the reasons people use the public library for finding 

health information, what sources they use while there, and their level of satisfaction with 

what they find.  Some of the findings were that many people come to the public library to 

use the medical books and other resources there that are not available to them elsewhere, 

and that they still often prefer print sources to online sources.  This suggests that perhaps 

online information sources are still less familiar to some users than print sources.  One 

possibility for future research is to conduct a similar study in several years to see if there 

is still a preference for print sources or if the use of online sources in the public library is 

more prevalent by then.  Similarly, this study could be conducted in other regions to 

investigate the preferences of other communities of users.  Another area for research 

could be to find out in more detail what specific sources people use and how they search 

for information.  This could include observation to see what websites they visit, which 

could give us a better idea of whether or not they are finding quality sources of 

information or if perhaps more training or educational programs would be appropriate.  In 

the area of health information, which is a need that is not likely to go away, there is still 

room for further research as the landscape continues to change. 
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Appendix A: Survey Instrument 
Public Libraries and Health Information Survey 

Please answer the questions below to the best of your ability.  By answering these 
questions, you acknowledge that you have read and agree to the information provided in 
the information sheet, asked all questions you have at this time, and voluntarily agree to 
participate in this research study. 
 

1. Have you ever used the public library to look for health-related information? 
 

 
2. If you answered no to question 1, why not? 

 
 

 
If you answered no to question 1, please skip ahead to question 6. 

 
3. If you answered yes to question 1, why did you choose the public library as a 

source for health-related information?  (check all that apply) 
__lack of Internet access elsewhere 
__not enough time to speak with my health care professional 
__follow up on information from my health care professional 
__want help from librarian to understand information from my health care 
professional 
__want help from librarian to determine which websites have reliable health 
information 
__want help from librarian to understand the information on health-related 
websites 
__the library has medical books or other resources that I don’t have access to 
elsewhere 
__other (please specify) 
 
 
 
 

4. If you have used the public library to look for health-related information, what 
types of sources do you use while there?  (check all that apply) 
__government-produced websites (.gov) 
__websites for medical or health-oriented associations (for example, the 
American Heart Association) 
__websites produced by other nonprofit groups (.org) 
__commercial websites (.com) 
__websites produced by colleges or universities (.edu) 
__hospital websites 
__article databases available only at the library 
__books about medical or health-related information 
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__pamphlets about medical or health-related information 
__journals about medical or health-related information 
__asked librarian 
__other (please specify) 

 
 

5. How satisfied were you with the health-related information you found at the 
public library? (check one) 
__Very satisfied 
__Somewhat satisfied 
__Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 
__Somewhat dissatisfied 
__Very dissatisfied 
 
 

6. In the future, what could the library do to help you find health information? 
 

 
 
 
 

7. Age: _______ 
 

 
8. Gender (circle one):   Male   /   Female 

 
 

9. Race/Ethnicity (check all that apply): 
__American Indian or Alaska Native  
__Asian  
__Black or African American  
__Hispanic or Latino  
__Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander  
__White  
__Other (please specify) 
 
 
 

10. Highest education level (check one) 
__Not a high school graduate 
__High school graduate 
__Some college 
__Associate’s degree 
__Bachelor’s degree 
__Master’s degree 
__Doctoral degree 
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule 

Please answer these questions to the best of your ability.  You may tell me if you wish to 
skip any question, and you may stop the interview at any time. 
 

1. Please describe the types of users that frequent your library. 
 

2. Approximately how many questions about health information do you receive in a 
typical week?   

 
3. Please estimate the percentage of all questions you receive that are health-related 

(0-10%, 10-20%, 20-30%, 30-40%, 40-50%, more than 50%?) 
 
4. What types of health-related resources does your library provide to users? 

 
5. What types of sources do you typically direct users to when they have health-

related questions? 
 

6. About how many sources do you use when responding to a question? 
 

7. Do you ever refer users to other agencies or organizations when responding to a 
question?   
 

8. If so, can you give an example of some of the agencies or organizations you refer 
them to? 

 
9. Are you generally able to answer users’ questions? 

 
10. Do users seem satisfied with the information you give them?   

 
11. Are user surveys ever conducted at your library? 

 
12. If so, are questions related to health information included in the survey? 
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