
 

 

Library social work – a quick introduction  
An emerging international practice 
The social work profession aims to improve lives by focusing on personal and social wellbeing.1  

Social workers operate in several settings, including government, in community services, hospitals and 
schools. In more recent times, the profession has entered less traditional settings including courts, law 
firms and libraries2 working closely and supporting other professions to build relationships with clients 
and service system users, focusing on people’s strengths and capabilities. 

San Francisco is understood to be the first 
public library in the world to establish an in-
house social work program. San Francisco’s 
library social worker, Leah Esguerra started in 
that role in 2008 working across a system of 27 
library branches and managing a team of 
workers with a lived experience of 
homelessness, employed to engage with and 
support customers and staff.3   

Library Social Work is now a rapidly growing 
practice, with a growing number of libraries 
around the world considering it to help address 
new pressures brought on by changing social, 
health and economic circumstances.  

Driven by growing economic and social hardships and exacerbated by the Covid pandemic, more people 
are relying on libraries as some of the only free and accessible spaces in a community.  

Libraries are reporting more interaction with customers experiencing or at risk of homelessness, in 
mental health crisis, displaying signs of alcohol and other drug use, reporting family and domestic 
violence. Many more people are also facing the challenges of digital exclusion, as well as increasing 
loneliness and isolation.  

This often challenges library staff, many of whom are not trained or equipped to meet these multiple and 
complex needs.  

 
1 Australian Association of Social Workers “About Social Work” https://www.aasw.asn.au/social-
work/about-social-work/ Accessed 31 May 2024. 
2 Jane Garner, Leanne Mitchell, Karen Bell, Anna Lockwood & Sabine Wardle (2020): Social Work in 
Australian Public Libraries: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Social Justice, Public Library Quarterly. 
3 Esguerra, L. Providing social service resources in a Library setting, 4 January 2019, Public Libraries 
Online 

Figure 1. Library social work team, San Francisco, USA 
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The advantages of social work in libraries 
While library social work is a new and evolving field, a selection of studies document the advantages of 
bringing the practices of libraries and social work together. Some of these include4:  

• Aligned values: The values of both library and 
social work professions are aligned through 
broad commitments to deliver service to 
communities and support the complex and 
varied needs of customers. 

• Greater reach: Combined practices service a 
range of needs experienced by library customers 
- including mental health, domestic and family 
violence, homelessness, loneliness and isolation 
- that impact library staff and operations. 

• Neutral and welcoming spaces: Library spaces, 
which are safe, welcoming and neutral offer 
alternative and sometimes preferable locations to engage with vulnerable and/or isolated 
community members. 

• Safe work places: Staff support and training activities raise knowledge, resilience and levels of 
care, fulfilling a library’s commitment to provide a safe work place.  

• Stronger partnerships: Opportunities to build wider connections into the community and 
establishing strategic partnerships within council amplifies the overall impact that libraries can 
have in their local areas. 

• Professional knowledge: Providing opportunities to build the professional knowledge and 
practice of social work students, lived experience practitioners and librarians will improve future 
service delivery.  

 

The Australian experience  
In 2019 the City of Melbourne established Australia’s first library based social work position. The position 
responded to a variety of changing service needs in City of Melbourne libraries and associated concerns 
and pressures that staff faced5. The program was 
modelled off the San Francisco operation, with 
direct mentoring from Leah Esguerra and Library 
Social Work expert, Sara Zetterval, who published 
the first comprehensive guide on the practice, 
Whole Person Librarianship6 in 2019. 

Since Melbourne, a selection of libraries across 
Australia have established social work practice. 
This diverse set of libraries, including Fremantle, 
Darwin and Merri-Bek (Melbourne) came into the  

 
4 Monique Shephard, Jane Garner, Karen Bell & Sabine Wardle (2023) Social Work in Public Libraries: An 
International Scoping Review, Journal of the Australian Library and Information Association, 72:4, 340-
361 
5 Mitchell, L. “The caring city: reimagining the role of city institutions” Cities people love website. 2020. 
https://citiespeoplelove.co/article/reimagining-the-role-of-city-institutions  
6 Zetterval, K and Nienow M. Whole Person Librarianship: A social work approach to patron services. 
Bloomsbury Publishing 2019.  
 

Figure 2. Melbourne's LSW program was informed by US methodology 

Figure 2 Library social worker and client, Baltimore, USA 
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practice with quite different needs and funding streams and as such have adopted approaches that are 
reflective of the variety of ways that library social work has established internationally.  

Approaches adapted in Australia include: 

• Position: employing either a qualified social worker, or a skilled community development 
practitioner/community connector who works across libraries and/or other front end council 
locations. 

• Support: engaging social work students (interns) who are required to complete mandatory 
practice hours. In some libraries this is alongside a qualified social worker, in others it is in place 
of the professional social worker.  

• Delivery partnerships: libraries directly employing their social worker, or working in 
collaboration with a social welfare focused organisation 

• Delivery model: varying approaches regarding the scope of social work practice in the library 
from service referral to intensive case management.  

While approaches may differ, general agreement exists across a number of sources that a well-planned 
program, based on a thorough understanding of the staff and customer situation in a particular library 
service and with strong organisational and staff support is key to success.  

In addition, it has been regularly noted that the areas of alignment between library and social work 
professions are beneficial, but they do not guarantee success. A clear understanding about and respect 
for roles, responsibilities and contributions is essential. A social worker can significantly assist library 
staff but should not replace the need for staff and management to take responsibility in expanding 
knowledge and skills, building resilience and maintaining workplace health and safety.   

Building a library social work program 
A library social work program is a proven way to support staff and engage with community, but this 
approach takes time, money and ongoing commitment to run successfully. It is therefore important to 
fully understand your situation and need before you commit to establishing a program.  

The following seven-step process provides a structured approach in reviewing your local needs, 
circumstances and capacity in establishing a library social work program, built on a full review and 
understanding of your current state – including staff and customer experience, as well as executive needs 
and expectations. The program’s bottom up approach ensures that it meets local requirements and can 
be monitored, evaluated and improved along the way.  

Leanne Mitchell Consulting can help you determine your needs, and if it’s right for you, to establish a 
tailored library social work program that meets the specific needs of management, your employees and 
community, ensuring that you are set up for success.  

 

  
Leanne Mitchell Consulting 
Library Social approach 

Decision Point 

https://ltmitchell.com.au/home


About the consultant  
Leanne Mitchell is an Australian government worker, writer and anthropologist, convinced that we can all 
do better to make the world a fairer place.  
  
Her work and study over the last two decades - in government, at the United Nations and in the not-for-
profit sector - has allowed her to examine homelessness in many different forms, from working with 
people displaced because of natural disaster or large-scale development projects to those without 
shelter in cities and regional locations. 
  
In Australia, her management roles at the City of Melbourne and Brimbank City Council exposed Leanne 
to the scope and limitations that local government faces in responding to homelessness. Her 
achievements include establishing assertive outreach responses, embedding service coordination 
models and establishing Australia's first library social worker program.  
  
In 2019, Leanne drove the development of Australia’s first library social work program at City of 
Melbourne Libraries. Under the mentorship of experts in the United States, including established library 
social workers in San Francisco and Denver, she worked with the Melbourne libraries team to adopt a 
holistic, trauma-informed and data-driven approach that focused on supporting staff and clients in a fast-
changing library space.  

In undertaking a Churchill Fellowship in 2022, Leanne visited a number of North American library social 
work programs, learning about their operation models and supports for clients and staff. Her Fellowship 
report Everybody’s Business: what local government can do to end homelessness includes guidelines 
and case studies about library social work practice.  

Drawing on her research and frontline experience, Leanne works with Councils across Australia to better 
understand the role they can play, plan their approach and take practical action to end homelessness.  

Her work is grounded in principles of collaboration, maintaining that any successful library social work 
program will require ongoing commitment by many stakeholders at all levels to keep it going, growing and 
thriving.  

 
 
Leanne in the media - social work in libraries 

- ABC The Conversation hour: The changing face of our libraries: 
https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/theconversationhour/the-conversation-hour/102508524  

- Public Libraries Quarterly: Social Work in Australian Public Libraries  
- https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01616846.2020.1825917  
- Cities people love: Reimagining the role of public institutions 

https://citiespeoplelove.co/article/reimagining-the-role-of-city-institutions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact Leanne Mitchell Consulting: 
T: 0408 398 914 
E: leanne@ltmitchell.com.au 
W: www.ltmitchell.com.au  
ABN: 40 689 256 815 
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