
Social Work at the Public 
Library 

A case study of the Toronto Public Library (TPL)  



The role of Public Libraries 1 
 

• What are the similarities between Social work and Librarianship?  
 

The role of the Social Worker 2 
 

• What does social work look like at the public library?  

The case of Toronto Public Library (TPL) 3 
 

• What is TPL doing to serve vulnerable populations?   



Public libraries are producers of Social Capital 
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Librarianship is increasingly holistic  



Public libraries are used as a third space 

Third space  



Public libraries are considered as a third 
sector 



Social workers in 
the library program 
(SWITL) is trending  

 
 
 

• Over 30 Public libraries 
with full time Social 
Workers.  

• Referral Model of Social 
Work 

• Outreach Model of 
Social Work 

• Assessment Model of 
Social Work  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Referral Model  
 

Develops a referral pathway by building 
trusting and helping relationships with 
customers/patrons/clients as well as 
connecting people to appropriate 

services in the community. 



Outreach Model  

Andersson (2013) proposes a broad definition: 
“The fundamental idea of outreach work is to start 
a process of social interaction between people in 

need, on the one hand, and some kind of 
support-oriented organizational body on the 

other.” (p. 5) 

 



Assessment Model 

Coulshed and Orme (2012) describe 
assessment as an ongoing process, which is 

participatory, seeks to understand the service 
user and his/her situation and sets a basis for 
planning how change or improvement can 

be achieved.  



Community and individual well-being is the 
shared goal 
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• Advocate for 

open equitable 
access to 
resources and 
information. 
 

• Responsive 
service and 
awareness of 
needs.  
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• Advocate for 
social change 
and develop 
social cohesion. 
 

• Empowerment of 
individuals and 
communities.  
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TPL uses various strategies to reach 
vulnerable persons 



We offer cohesive programs/services that 
respond to the need of vulnerable persons 



At TPL, Social Work is designed as a 
system-wide approach 



We assess needs to provide relevant 
services 



We build on our strengths and expertise 



We work with community experts 



We pilot drop-in programs to engage 
vulnerable patrons  



We ensure a 
knowledge base 
is available  



We see challenges as opportunities 



Our best practice is to work at three 
different capacity  



Key challenges  

Isolation 
No Social 

work 
Supervision 

Knowledge 
transfer 

Multi 
focused role Expectations 



Implication for Social Work 
Practice/Research  

Emerging area 
of practice 

Inter-disciplinary 
approach  

The Public library 
as a human 

service 
organization 
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