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Abstract
Objective: To examine the perspectives of librarians and staff about Lunch at the
Library, a library-based summer meal programme for children. The study
examines: (i) motivating factors behind implementing the meal programme; (ii)
issues of feasibility; and (iii) perceived programme outcomes.
Design: One-on-one semi-structured interviews with library stakeholders (librari-
ans and staff) from a purposeful sample of California libraries.
Setting: Twenty-two library jurisdictions across California that implemented the
Lunch at the Library summer meal programme in 2015 in areas of high financial
need.
Participants: Twenty-five library stakeholders representing twenty-two of the
thirty-three Californian library jurisdictions that implemented Lunch at the
Library at their sites.
Results: Library stakeholders recognised the need for a child meal programme dur-
ing summer. Despite lack of sufficient resources and personnel, they were moti-
vated to implement the programme not only to fill a community need but also to
ensure children at their libraries were primed for learning over the summer. Library
stakeholders also perceived the public library’s changing role in society as shifting
from reference provision to social service provision either directly or by referral.
Conclusions: The public library is an ideal place to provide social services because
of its accessibility to all. Librarians and library staff are motivated to address the
social needs of their communities. This study demonstrates the feasibility of imple-
menting new social programmes at public libraries. Funding to support these pro-
grammes would increase the library’s capacity to address other community needs.
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Food insecurity (FI) is defined as a household-level eco-
nomic and social condition of limited or uncertain access
to adequate food and is a significant public health problem
in the United States(1,2). Currently, 11·8 % of US households
are food-insecure (15·0 million households in 2017)(3).
Households with children are at a greater risk of FI for a
number of reasons, including larger family size(3). In
2017, 15·7 % of households with children experienced
FI (6·0 million households)(3).

Children who live in food-insecure households experi-
ence awide range of negative health outcomes. FI in young
children can cause poor health, delays in cognitive devel-
opment, and increased number of hospitalisations(4–7).
These negative health outcomes can continue as children
age. School-aged children who are food-insecure struggle
academically and often have behavioural issues(8,9).

Additionally, parents in households that are food-insecure
suffer from depression and anxiety related to having limited
resources. This increased stress on parents strains the
caregiver–child relationship leading to slower cognitive
growth in children(10–12).

To prevent FI in children, the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA) created several national programmes
to provide children with access to healthy meals and
snacks. One of the most widespread of these programmes
is the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), created in
1946, that provides low-income children with free or
reduced-price lunches(13–15). During summer break, chil-
dren who rely on the NSLP are at an increased risk
of FI(14). To compensate for seasonal loss of the NSLP
benefit, the USDA developed the Summer Food Service
Program (SFSP) in 1975 to provide funding to sites that
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serve free meals to children ≤18 years old in low-income
areas over the summer(16). In the summer of 2017, the SFSP
funded approximately 152million child meals. Despite serv-
ing millions of meals, this programme is considered highly
underutilised across the country because of lack of awareness
of programmes serving meals during the summer and trans-
portation barriers for participants(17–19). In California, only
18 % of eligible children (children who received meals
through the NSLP during the school year) received free
meals through the SFSP in 2017(20).

A growing number of community organisations have
used SFSP funding to provide meals to children during
the summer, usually associated with camps and other
programming. Libraries across the USA recently joined
this effort in providing meals to children. The earliest
documented summer meal programme at a library was
in Oakland, California, during the summer of 2011 when
librarians noticed children would stay at the library all
day without anything to eat and often asked library staff
for snacks because theywere hungry(21). Following the suc-
cess of the Oakland library meals programme, other libra-
ries across California developed similar summer meal
programmes. To address the growing interest among
libraries to serve summer meals, the California Library
Association and the California Summer Meal Coalition
joined forces in 2013 to support implementation of this
programme across California libraries situated in areas
eligible for SFSP reimbursement and branded the pro-
gramme Lunch at the Library(22).

A study by Bruce et al.(23) found that parents of children
who participated in Lunch at the Library appreciated the
open and welcoming nature of libraries and suggested that
public libraries would be ideal sites for similar social pro-
gramming. Other studies demonstrate the successful
integration of social workers, nurses, legal aid, and other
services to help library patrons navigate social needs(24–27).
While it is becoming more common for public libraries
around the nation to address the social needs of their
patrons, there is limited research on the impact of adding
additional programming to the current roles of librarians
and library staff, and how such programming aligns with
the mission of libraries overall. It was important to capture
the perspectives of librarians and library staff given their
knowledge of the needs of the community, their role in
designing and implementing library programming, and
their influence on allocating library resources. The current
study aims to examine motivating factors behind imple-
menting Lunch at the Library, issues of feasibility, and pro-
gramme outcomes from the perspective of librarians and
library staff.

Methods

In 2015, it was estimated that 101 public libraries served
summer meals to children across California through the

Lunch at the Library programme(28). Each participating
library served lunches and/or snacks to children ≤18 years
and was located in an area deemed eligible for federal
reimbursement based on USDA criteria (areas where at
least 50 % of residing children are eligible for free and
reduced-price school meals, based on local school or
Census data)(16). Funding for meals at the library was pro-
vided by the USDA Food and Nutrition Service Summer
Food Service Program. Most libraries served as the fiscal
sponsor, with others partnering with an external sponsor
agency (e.g. YMCA, city youth and family organisation,
etc.). Sponsors were responsible for adhering to USDA
requirements and ordering meals through third-party
food vendors. Library facilities varied between sites,
but all libraries were required to have a refrigerator to
store meals upon delivery and a designated area to allow
children to eat on-site.

A purposeful sample of libraries from twenty-two library
jurisdictions across California were approached to partici-
pate in the study(29). Library jurisdictions represented cities
or counties in northern, southern and central California and
had population sizes ranging from <100 000 to 10 million
people. Stakeholders were defined as librarians and library
staff (e.g. administrators, programme managers, library
assistants) involved in implementing lunch programmes
at their sites. The California Summer Meal Coalition pro-
vided a list of stakeholder contacts for all libraries imple-
menting the programme throughout California in 2015.
Library stakeholders in each jurisdiction were contacted
via email and/or phone to participate. An interview
guide was developed using a programme implementa-
tion framework that outlined key aspects of the imple-
mentation process. The interview guide included twelve
open-ended questions that examined motivating factors
behind implementing the meal programme (e.g. patient
needs and resources, prioritisation, implementation
readiness), issues of feasibility (e.g. programme plan-
ning, engagement, execution) and perceived programme
outcomes(30).

All interviews were conducted in English via phone
by M.D. or J.B. and audio-recorded for transcription
purposes. Interviews lasted 20–60 min and were sub-
sequently transcribed by members of the research team.
The coding software Dedoose© was used to facilitate the
organisation and analysis of transcripts(31). Two coders
(MD and KP) developed a preliminary codebook from
six initial transcripts. The codebook was iteratively
revised and adjudicated by the research team until reach-
ing stabilisation(31–33). The two coders received a final
IRR Cohen’s κ score of 0·83(34). The final codebookwas sub-
sequently applied to the remaining transcripts, and coded
data were then analysed for overarching themes in a sim-
ilarly iterative process(32,33,35). To minimise possible bias
and strengthen the credibility of the findings, input from
J.B. was incorporated throughout the critical review
process(36).
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Results

Twenty-five library stakeholders were interviewed, repre-
senting twenty-two out of thirty-three California library
jurisdictions that implemented Lunch at the Library in
2015. Stakeholders included librarians (n 14) and staff (e.g.
library managers, programme managers, library assistants;
n 11). Three programmes secured additional funding to serve
meals to adults at their sites (Table 1).

Domain 1. Motivations for Implementing the
Lunch at the Library Programme

Theme 1. Awareness of the pervasive problem of
community-level FI
Stakeholders were acutely aware of the social needs of
communities that they serve. All of the libraries in this study
were located in low-income areas, and stakeholders noted
that, as a result of financial limitations, food was one basic
necessity that many families in their area could not meet.
One stakeholder discussed her encounter with some of
the children who frequented her library:

‘I’d walk kids home because I think in the neighbor-
hood there were certain places kids can’t walk
[alone]. So I had walked a couple girls home and
we had stopped at a 7-Eleven, and I asked them if
they wanted anything. And you know you ask an
eight year-old if you want anything you’d assume it
would be a soda, candy, or chips, and they actually
grabbed a bag of tortillas and I was sort of surprised
as to why a kid would choose that. And when we got
to their house, it was this trailer with a bunch of

people. There was bed sheets that separated the
rooms and there was nothing to eat in the house.
And so they were really happy to bring home some-
thing to share with their family’. – Central California
Library

Stakeholders also witnessed firsthand that FI was espe-
cially heightened for children during the summer due to a
loss of school meals. One stakeholder reported seeing chil-
dren stay at the library without anything to eat from open to
close. She said:

‘We saw that usually in the summer, some of the
children : : : stay in the library all day, and sometimes
they are hungry. We see them at the vending
machines getting food and of course, if they run
out of coins, [they ask] the staff at the info desk
for food or for coins so that they can get their food’.
– Northern California Library

All stakeholders saw the lunch programme as an oppor-
tunity for the library to address the food security needs of
children in their communities. Many recognised how
important the lunch programme was and discussed it as
a ‘necessity’ to those living in areas of poverty. One stake-
holder said:

‘I think [the lunch program] is definitely needed in the
community so we understand maybe in other places
it’s sort of a fun way to get other people enga-
ged : : : but for us, it’s a necessity in a sense that we
have pockets of poverty in a lot of the neighborhoods
around the library so access to something like food is
often taken for granted. For us, [the lunch program]
was meeting a basic need for our kids and our fam-
ilies who live around the library’. – Central California
Public Library

Theme 2. Meals encouraged utilisation of the library
and educational resources
Several stakeholders discussed implementing the lunch
programme as a way of promoting summer learning by
increasing participation in educational programming and
reducing summer learning loss. Stakeholders recognised
that hunger interferes with a child’s ability to learn, and
stressed the importance of ensuring children’s basic needs
are met to allow them to effectively participate in educa-
tional programmes at the library, such as the summer read-
ing programme, story times, arts and crafts, and science
lessons. One stakeholder said:

‘We understand that food insecurity and just not hav-
ing the basic needs met is going to have a direct
impact on the learning and literacy for young folks.’.
–Northern California Library

All stakeholders wanted to promote summer literacy
and learning among the children at their libraries because
they knew that kids were at risk of the ‘summer slide’when
children lose academic gains from the school year over the
course of the summer. Additionally, stakeholders knew that

Table 1 Participant demographics

n %

Gender
Female 24 96
Male 1 4

Title
Librarian 14 56
Library staff (library manager,
programme manager, library assistant)

11 44

Geographic distribution of libraries
Northern California 9 41
Central California 6 27
Southern California 7 32

Library jurisdictions
City 9 36
County 15 60
City and county combined 1 4

Library jurisdiction population
<100 000 2 8
100 000–500 000 9 36
500 001–999 999 8 32
1–5 million 5 20
>5 million 1 4

Type of meals served
Child only 19 86
Child and adult 3 14
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being food-insecure further increased a child’s risk of
summer slide. By providing meals to children at the library,
stakeholders believed they were priming kids to be able
to learn, thus promoting literacy. As described by one
stakeholder:

‘We know that during the summer, there tends to
be this reduction in improvement in math and liter-
acy [for children]. When they are not fed, it contin-
ues to contribute to that : : : if we could provide
[meals] during our summer reading program : : :
they have that nutrition during the day, it could
help improve their literacy skills and their learning
over the summer, so there isn’t too much of a slide’.
– Northern California Library

In addition, stakeholders perceived an increase in
library attendance during the summer, which they attrib-
uted to the lunch programme. Some stakeholders believed
that the lunch programme brought people to the library
who were not usual library-goers, introducing a new pop-
ulation to the public library. Others noted an increase in
issuance of new library cards and circulation numbers
for children’s books and attributed these increases to the
lunch programme. When discussing new library patrons,
one stakeholder described:

‘I think for us, the biggest success was that kids that
never went to the library before are now the library’s
regular users. They’re [the kids] in there every week
and they’ve gotten to know the staff because during
the summer [meal program], the staff would walk
around and just chat with the kids and the parents’.
– Southern California Library

Stakeholders also discussed making a conscious effort
to schedule other library programmes (e.g. reading times,
educational sessions, arts and crafts) around the lunch
programme to boost attendance because the lunch pro-
gramme was so popular. Stakeholders noted that some
children came for summer programming and stayed for
lunch; conversely, other children came specifically for lunch
and stayed for activities. As such, some stakeholders would
purposely schedule enrichment activities right after the con-
clusion of the lunch programme so that children were more
likely to stay and participate. Discussing leveraging the pop-
ularity of the lunch programme, one stakeholder said:

‘People know about [the lunch program] and they
want to come participate, so when you have some-
thing that big that draws people in : : : the lunch
program is a good way to capture people in a room,
give them something to eat, and then give them
something else to do. Its basic but it makes sense’.
– Central California Library

Theme 3. Motivation to implement new programmes to
address social needs
Despite being different from traditional library program-
ming, stakeholders noted that the lunch programme aligned

with the library’s mission to serve the needs of the com-
munity. Many stakeholders believed that it is no longer
enough for the libraries to solely provide reference
materials; they need to do more to serve the complex
needs of their communities. For stakeholders, this evolu-
tion meant implementing programmes like Lunch at the
Library that are new and different from the typical library
resources offered. Stakeholders recognised that though
their training was originally in library sciences, many see
their roles shifting to be more ‘social work’-oriented
because that is what their communities need. In addition
to extensively discussing the importance of food security,
stakeholders also mentioned the following areas of social
need among their library patrons: economic support,
linkages to social services, and enrolment in public pro-
grammes. Speaking to the library’s changing role in society,
one stakeholder stated:

‘I do hope that the food lunch program is a way for
the library to open their doors a little bit more and
realize there is a lot of socioeconomic things we
can be addressing as a library that we haven’t done
traditionally : : : so legal support and health care
enrollment and sort of things like that are not
generally associated with library. But I think the
food program is a really good sort of way to get that
bug into people’s ear : : : that there’s a lot more we
can be doing’. – Central California Library

Theme 4. Reinventing the library image
An important theme that emerged from discussions with
stakeholders was the reinvention of the library’s image in
the larger community and society. Stakeholders under-
stood that patrons came to the library usually for books,
reference materials and computer access. The lunch pro-
gramme, they believed, allowed patrons to change the tra-
ditional notions they held and expand their view of what is
offered at their public library. One stakeholder said:

‘[The lunch program] is a positive for libraries
because it’s introducing to the community a new
way of looking at the library, so that people start to
understand that libraries really are about what we
do as opposed to what we house’. – Central
California Library

Domain 2. Programme Impact

Theme 1. Impact on the community
All stakeholders shared the perspective that the most
important outcome of the lunch programmewas being able
to address a community need and provide meals to chil-
dren who may be food-insecure. Stakeholders perceived
the lunch programme as positively impacting their com-
munities because of the enormous turnout and number
of lunches they were serving. According to several stake-
holders, Lunch at the Library programme participants
and their parents provided positive feedback to staff,
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including enjoying the meals and appreciating the com-
munity building aspect of the programme. One stake-
holder recalled an encounter she had with a child who
participated in the lunch programme stating:

‘My first day doing [the lunch program] there was a
little boy and he walked up to the cart with the food,
and he had a smile on his face and he grabbed a
lunch, and he was like, “I love you.” And you know,
I was like okay; this is why we’re doing this, because
it works’. – Northern California Library

Additionally, stakeholders heard from parents of chil-
dren participating in the programme about the financial
help the programme was providing to families. Loss of free
or reduced-price meals through schools strained family
budgets over the summer. The lunch programme helped
to alleviate some of that burden. As recounted by one
stakeholder:

‘We had a parent that every day before she would go
to work, she took her three kids to go eat lunch and
she depended on [the lunch program] and that
just those three meals were able to support her
financially’. – Northern California Library

Theme 2. Impact on library staff
Library stakeholders felt that they were able to make a real
impact on the lives of families in their communities. The
ability to provide a tangible solution to an immediate com-
munity need rejuvenated many librarians and library staff.
There was an overwhelming sense of satisfaction and joy
with being able to provide this service to the community.

Another positive effect library stakeholders noted was
an increase in teamwork. During the planning stages for
the lunch programme, many stakeholders believed imple-
mentationwould be difficult and daunting, especially for an
understaffed library, which many of the sites were. The
librarians and library staff discussed working together to
determine the best way to shift roles and responsibilities
to account for the increasing workload demands during
summer months. While there was considerable variation
in how each library chose to implement their meal pro-
grammes, stakeholders overwhelmingly noted the enormous
feeling of accomplishment among all meal programme staff
for being able to run the lunch programme successfully.
When reflecting on the lunch programme, a stakeholder said:

‘I think that it’s a great program [Lunch at the Library].
All the libraries that I’ve worked with, they [librarians
and staff] at first were a little afraid by the volume but
once they got into it, they just work it in with every-
thing else, and it’s just been the most rewarding thing
that we’ve done in a long time’. – Southern California
Library

Stakeholders also appreciated being able to build trust
and relationships with community members. The lunch
programme provided the opportunity for librarians and
staff to have deeper interactions with library-goers, and

stakeholders discussed how they utilised this newfound
trust to connect patrons with other resources available at
the library. Discussing how the lunch programme facili-
tated building trust and leveraging that to connect library
patrons with resources, one stakeholder said:

‘Having that trust from the community is really
important in a sense that people saw us more than
a educational and sort of access to resources hub, it
was more like a home. Because there was trust and
there was comfort, there was definitely an increase
in dialogue and communication about what more the
library could do. So whether that was bringing in a
lawyer to talk about the new [legislative bill] AB60,
the California Driver’s License Legislation : : :
People felt a lot more comfortable because they
saw us sort of catering to needs they felt and experi-
enced so it became a success having people trust the
library’. – Central California Library

Domain 3. Facilitating Factors and Barriers

Theme 1. USDA restrictions limited meal locations and
participants
Stakeholders discussed that not all libraries in their juris-
dictions were located in an area that was eligible to partici-
pate in the lunch programme because of strict guidelines
set by the USDA’s SFSP programme. Due to this restriction,
stakeholders from jurisdictions of high-income disparity
were concerned that children living in pockets of poverty
in higher-income neighbourhoods would be missed. One
stakeholder recognised this specific problem in her juris-
diction stating:

‘So we try to get really creative as far as being able to
show that [eligibility] exists because : : : where it is a
very affluent neighborhood we have to prove we are
serving the children that are most at need and those
children are coming from the school or an area that is
at least 50% free or reduced lunch : : : In the Bay Area
especially with pockets of poverty surrounded by
affluence it’s tricky to find that eligibility. But we will
continue to look and see howwe can expand [to reach
more communities]’. – Northern California Library

Though stakeholders understood that theUSDA funding
only supported child meals, they noted frustration with the
inability to feed adults during the summer. The restriction
on feeding adults made many stakeholders uncomfortable
during the programme; meal programme staff often had
to turn away parents who wanted a meal. Staff even had
to sometimes go as far as ‘police’ parents to ensure only
the children were eating the food because of funding
restrictions. Speaking about turning adults away, one
stakeholder said:

‘It can be hard with the parents, you’re supposed to
be proactive about telling them they can’t eat the
food because that jeopardizes us having the funding,
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but of course that is an awkward conversation so I
would say that is a hurdle especially when [the
parents are] obviously hungry, you know it’s tough’.
– Central California Library

Other stakeholders discussed that including adults in the
meal service would be a good way to improve the pro-
gramme. One said:

‘It would be good to have adults [participate] : : :
because they’re going in as family and surely the
whole premise now is the way to reach out to a lot
of the families is to bring them in as families. And
if you’re dealing with the new immigrants, who are
not familiar with the public library culture yet, that’s
the way to bring them in. There’s no way you could
have the children here without their parents, so why
not feed [the parents] too. But tomake it better, I think
we should make it as a family program’. – Southern
California Library

Theme 2. Adequate resources and staffing necessary for
programme implementation
Stakeholders discussed having limited resources and staff
to devote to the lunch programme, and many had to
develop creative solutions, enlisting help from several
community partners with supplies and volunteers (e.g.
local food bank, school district). Libraries had to have a
refrigerator to keep the perishable food cold, a separate
place for children to eat that had tables and chairs, and
cleaning supplies after the lunch programme was over.

The number of staff members and volunteers able to
help with the programme was also important. There
needed to be enough people available to run the lunch
programme while still being able to operate normal
library functions during the lunch period. Stakeholders
also recognised the importance of ‘buy in’ from all staff
working the lunch programme. Staff enthusiasm was
essential to the programme running smoothly.

Discussion

Our study sought to examine stakeholders’ perceptions of
implementing the Lunch at the Library programme. As
libraries move to address the larger social needs of their
communities beyond their traditional role, it is important
to understand how librarians and staff are able to adapt
to the changing responsibilities.

Library staff understand community needs
Library stakeholders in this study recognised that their com-
munities were struggling with child FI, particularly during
summer months. The awareness of community needs
exhibited by stakeholders in this study is typical of all
librarians and library staff. From their daily and direct inter-
actions with library patrons, librarians and staff have ‘a

finger on the pulse’ of their communities, aware of the
diverse needs of its members(37,38). Westbrook and
Gonzalez(39) describe librarians as having a ‘holistic
understanding of local socioeconomic dynamics’ that inform
their librarianship practice. Librarians’ awareness and under-
standing of social needs of the community is thought of as a
major ‘value-add’ to the public library(40). The ongoing shift
from reference to service provision occurring at the libraries
hinges on this understanding of community needs(40). The
ability of librarians and staff to help patrons interpret, under-
stand, andutilise information relevant to their needs is particu-
larly valuable in communities that face hardship.

Libraries as important venue for reaching
vulnerable populations
The public library setting is ideal to provide social services.
Public libraries are, by nature, one of the last truly free and
accessible community resources. In many urban areas, the
library has become the meeting place outside of work or
home, sometimes described as the ‘neighborhood living
room’(41). As such, this characteristic makes libraries perfect
venues to reach populations not tied to the traditional
safety net system(23,38,41,42). Vulnerable populations can
use the library as an entry point to access a multitude of
social services(43–46).

The meal programme brought new patrons in and
introduced them to a different side of the public library.
As libraries continue to expand and add more programmes
for vulnerable populations, the public will increasingly
view the libraries as more of a ‘community anchor: places
that address economic, educational, and health disparities
in the community’(47). Additionally, with advances in tech-
nology and cuts to funding, libraries have to reinvent them-
selves and re-evaluate what they offer the community.
Libraries are easy targets for budget cuts in times of eco-
nomic downturn, especially since they often are unable
to show their true value to the society(41,48–50). Therefore,
it is important that libraries demonstrate their necessity in
helping their communities thrive. Adopting new pro-
grammes that fulfil community needs provides good reason
for continued funding and quells questions about the cur-
rent usefulness of the public library system.

Addressing community needs with limited
resources
Stakeholders in this study implemented Lunch at the
Library because they were motivated to address the
public’s needs but also understood that their role in serving
their communities is changing. Previous literature has
shown that, as a whole, public libraries want to address
the social needs of their communities. Libraries are adapt-
ing to the ever-changing needs of the public, a move that
is driven by library staff and especially important in low-
income communities with heightened social disparities.
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Meeting community need, regardless of what they are,
also aligns with the library’s mission. According to the
International Federation of Library Associations, a library’s
mission is to serve and enrich the lives of citizens in its
jurisdiction(51). Library stakeholders in this study believed
the lunch programme embodied the mission of serving
the needs of its community members despite being beyond
its traditional role.

The libraries in this study were typical of most public
libraries; they had limited budgets, personnel, and resour-
ces available to run the meal programme. Adding social
programming at libraries is resource-intensive. Recently,
public libraries in high-need areas have gone so far as
including social workers and public health nurses at their
sites (24,38,52,53). However, integrating other service provid-
ers may not be an option for many libraries with a similar
desire to provide social programming for their commun-
ities. Library stakeholders in this study demonstrated a
willingness and capacity to provide important public
resources. Despite facing obstacles, stakeholders managed
to run the programme with a limited budget, committed to
finding creative solutions to staffing and acquisition of
resources. This often meant enlisting all library staff to help
during the programme, which created positive unintended
consequences. Having ‘all hands on deck’ increased
teamwork and morale, which in turn increased staff
job satisfaction(54).

Fiscal support
The high utilisation of Lunch at the Library emphasises the
importance of supporting innovative library programming
aimed at meeting community needs beyond traditional
library services. The state of California is the first to recog-
nise and support the potential impact public libraries could
have on addressing a host of social issues in communities
they serve. In early 2019, the California State Library
awarded the California Library Association $1 million to
support local Lunch at the Library programmes for the
summer of 2019(55). It will be important to evaluate how this
funding is used to support and expand programming
across the state. The success for such funding in addressing
the complex social needs of communitiesmay be an impor-
tant model for demonstrating how additional government
funding can help libraries create and sustain innovative
social programmes.

Library funding specific to social service provision could
transform the public library system entirely. This financial
backingwould provide librarians and library staff the ability
to expand current social services offered and develop new,
innovative programmes to address social needs. Expanded
social programming would continue to shift the roles and
responsibilities of librarians and staff further toward
service provision, a change that stakeholders in this study
embrace and recognise as inevitable. Additionally, funding
these types of programmes would strengthen the role of

public libraries as community anchors, demonstrating their
role in improving the quality of life not only for frequent
library-goers but the community at large. Other municipal-
ities and states should follow California’s lead in supporting
library efforts through increased funding.

Feeding adults
A restriction of USDA funding was the inability to feed
adults, a limitation that stakeholders in this study expressed
frustration over. Households in which children are experi-
encing FI are known to be severely food-insecure because
adults will attempt to shield children from the lack of
food as much as possible, usually going hungry them-
selves before they allow the children to(3). Previous stud-
ies have shown that the inability of sites to feed adults is a
barrier to children participating in SFSP-sponsored meal
programmes(56–58). The USDA itself recognises the bene-
fits of feeding adults on child nutrition stating that serving
adult meals ‘boosts family and community engagement,
creates a more positive and enticing atmosphere, provides
children with healthy role models, increases participation
and expands a site’s impact on hunger and nutrition’(59).
Funding through the USDA should be expanded to include
meals for adults to truly address household-level FI.
Understanding that federal policy change around adult
meals may be slow-moving, libraries should actively iden-
tify other sources of funding to support meal programmes
that feed the whole family. One such source could be their
local municipality governments that may offer more flexi-
bility with funding than the USDA and have an interest
in supporting the needs of families in their areas. In addi-
tion, libraries have previously leveraged public–private
partnerships with like-minded organisations (e.g. food
banks, local children’s hospitals) to be able to provide
meals to adults(23).

Future research and policy implications
With the expanding role of libraries in addressing the social
needs of their communities, it will be important to evaluate
the process of service provision at the library as it evolves.
Assessing the use and take-up of benefits received at the
library could determine the effectiveness of service pro-
vision as opposed to traditional social service agencies.
Furthermore, because public libraries are nearly ubiqui-
tous all over the world(60), free to access and open to all,
the Lunch at the Library programme can serve as a
model for community-based child meal programmes if
library stakeholders globally have similar drive and
capacity to address local FI. To the best of our knowl-
edge, Lunch at the Library is unique to the USA, and
similar countries (Canada, the United Kingdom, etc.)
do not have comparable library-based meal programmes.
However, if libraries in underserved communities around
the world are able to find viable and sustainable funding
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sources, they have the potential to serve as an entry point
for a multitude of social services.

Some urban library sites in our study were located in
areas with large income inequalities. Due to USDA-SFSP
restrictions, meal sites located in high-income areas may
not be eligible for funding if the proportion of children
receiving free and reduced-price meals is not over
50 %. Despite this fact, many children living in pockets
of poverty within these high-income areas live in house-
holds that struggle to make ends meet(61). Without more
flexible USDA eligibility requirements, many low-income
children may lose access to necessary summer meals, fur-
ther challenging organisations to identifyways to best serve
children in these communities. Additionally, in the current
political climate, families with children that are eligible for
free and reduced-price meals at school may decline to
claim the benefit due to immigration fears, further conceal-
ing the need in the area and affecting both school time and
summer meals(61). Reforms to USDA-SFSP funding restric-
tions provide an opportunity to ensure that all children
have adequate access to summer meal programmes.

Limitations

Given the qualitative nature of our study, our findings are
only generalisable to our sample of libraries. However, we
took advantage of California’s size and heterogeneity to
ensure we included library sites from both rural and urban
areas across multiple jurisdictions and geographic regions.
Additionally, theremay be an element of recall bias as some
of the stakeholders were not involved in initial implemen-
tation, but rather they inherited the programme from other
colleagues. Though participants expressed both positive
and negative perspectives, future studies could potentially
explore other, more in-depth negative outcomes associ-
ated with the programme. Lastly, the limited scope of our
study focused solely on librarians and library staff,
though perspectives from other stakeholders, including
community leaders and nutritionists, would have pro-
vided other important insights. Despite these limitations,
we believe that our findings provide valuable insights
regarding the implementation of library-based meal pro-
grammes and other social service programmes.

Conclusion

Libraries are adapting to changes in their community and
stepping up to the challenge of addressing complex
social needs of their patrons. The Lunch at the Library
programme is highly valued by library stakeholders
despite the additional time, resources, and personnel
required to run the programme, indicating the potential
for libraries to expand the resources and support they
provide to their patrons. This programme is an excellent

example of how librarians and library staff are reinvent-
ing the public library’s image in society, proving that the
modern public library has ‘more to offer than books’.

Acknowledgements

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank Patrice
Chamberlain at the California Summer Meals Coalition
for assisting with participant contact. We would also like
to thank the librarians and library staff who worked tire-
lessly to provide meals to children and generously shared
their perspectives on implementing Lunch at the Library at
their sites. Financial support: This work was supported by
Community Partnerships at Lucile Packard Children’s
Hospital. Conflict of interest: The authors have no con-
flicts of interest to disclose. Authorship:M.D. and J.B. for-
mulated the research question and designed the study;
M.D. and J.B. carried out the study; M.D., K.P. and J.B.
analysed the data; M.D. and J.B. wrote the article. Ethical
Standards Disclosure Statement: This studywas conducted
according to the guidelines laid down in the Declaration of
Helsinki, and all procedures involving human subjects
were approved by the Stanford University Institutional
Review Board. Verbal informed consent was obtained
from all subjects. Verbal consent was witnessed and for-
mally recorded.

References

1. Gundersen C (2013) Food insecurity is an ongoing national
concern. Adv Nutr 4, 36–41.

2. USDA ERS. Definitions of Food Security. https://www.ers.
usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-
the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx (accessed March
2018).

3. Coleman-Jensen A, Rabbitt MP, Gregory CA et al. (2018)
Household Food Security in the United States in 2017. U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service.

4. Lozoff B, Jimenez E, Hagen J et al. (2000) Poorer behavioral
and developmental outcome more than 10 year after treat-
ment for iron deficiency in infancy. Pediatrics 105, E51.

5. Murphy JM,Wehler CA, PaganoME et al. (1998) Relationship
between hunger and psychosocial functioning in low-income
American children. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 37,
163–170.

6. Rose D (1999) Economic determinants and dietary conse-
quences of food insecurity in the United States. J Nutr 129,
Suppl. 2, 517S–520S.

7. Rose D & Oliveira V (1997) Nutrient intakes of individuals
from food-insufficient households in the United States. Am
J Public Health 87, 1956–1961.

8. Alaimo K, Olson CM, Frongillo EA Jr et al. (2001) Food insuf-
ficiency, family income, and health in US preschool and
school-aged children. Am J Public Health 91, 781–786.

9. Alaimo K, Olson CM & Frongillo EA Jr (2001) Food insuffi-
ciency and American school-aged children’s cognitive,
academic, and psychosocial development. Pediatrics 108,
44–53.

10. Gundersen C & Ziliak JP (2014) Childhood food insecurity
in the U.S.: trends, causes, and policy options. Future
Child 24, 1–19.

8 MM De La Cruz et al.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx


11. Mills G & Hanson K (2013) Coping Strategies for Households
at Risk of Childhood Hunger: Final Report Submitted to
the University of Kentucky Center for Poverty Research.
Washington, DC: Urban Institute.

12. Whitaker RC, Phillips SM & Orzol SM (2006) Food insecurity
and the risks of depression and anxiety in mothers and
behavior problems in their preschool-aged children.
Pediatrics 118, e859–e868.

13. Gitterman BA, Chilton LA, CottonWH et al. (2015) Promoting
food security for all children. Pediatrics 136, e1431–e1438.

14. Gundersen C (2015) Food assistance programs and child
health. Future Child 25, 91–109.

15. Gundersen C, Kreider B & Pepper J (2012) The impact of the
National School Lunch Program on child health: a nonpara-
metric bounds analysis. J Econom 166, 79–91.

16. USDA ERS (2018) Summer Food Service Program | Food and
Nutrition Service. https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-
food-service-program (accessed March 2018).

17. Caldwell K (2015) Summer Meals Transportation Barriers
and Solutions: Opportunities and Practices for Promising
Partnerships and Recommendations for Stakeholders. 1–55.
No Kid Hungry Center for Best Practices.

18. Gordon A, Briefel R, Needels K et al. (2003) Feeding Low-
Income Children When School Is Out: The Summer Food
Service Program. Final Report. Princeton, NJ: Mathematica
Policy Research.

19. Molaison E & Carr D (2006) Summer food service program
sponsors’ perceived benefits and barriers related to participa-
tion in the program. J Child Nutr Manag 30, 1–10.

20. Food Research & Action Center (2018) Hunger Doesn’t Take
a Vacation: Summer Nutrition Status Report. Washington,
DC: Food Research & Action Center.

21. Ishizuka K, Karen Jensen T, Alverson B et al. (2014) Libraries
Needed to Host Summer Meal Programs. Here’s How to
Help. https://www.slj.com/2014/07/programs/libraries-
needed-to-host-summer-meal-programs-heres-how-to-help/
(accessed March 2018).

22. California State Library (2018) Lunch at the Library. https://
lunchatthelibrary.org/ (accessed March 2018).

23. Bruce JS, De La Cruz MM,MorenoG et al. (2017) Lunch at the
library: examination of a community-based approach to
addressing summer food insecurity. Public Health Nutr
20, 1640–1649.

24. Fraga J (2016) The Social Workers Humanizing Homelessness
at the San Francisco Public Library. http://www.citylab.com/
navigator/2016/03/humanizing-homelessness-at-the-san-
francisco-public-library/475740/ (accessed February 2018).

25. Luo L, Estreicher D, Lee PA et al. (2012) Social workers in the
library: an innovative approach to address library patrons’
social service needs. Qual Quant Methods Libraries (QQML)
1, 73–82.

26. Johnson K, Mathewson A & Prechtel K (2014) From Crisis
to Collaboration: Pima County Public Library Partners with
Health Department for Library Nurse Program. Public
Libraries Online. http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2014/02/
from-crisis-to-collaboration-pima-county-public-library-
partners-with-health-department-for-library-nurse-program/
(accessed March 2018).

27. Hines SG (2017) Connecting individuals with social services:
the academic library’s role. Collaborative Librarianship 9, 8.

28. California State Library (2018) Impact – Lunch at the Library.
https://lunchatthelibrary.org/impact/ (accessed February
2018).

29. Patton M (1990) Purposeful sampling. In Qualitative
Evaluation and Research Methods, 2nd ed. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

30. Damschroder LJ, Aron DC, Keith RE et al. (2009) Fostering
implementation of health services research findings into
practice: a consolidated framework for advancing implemen-
tation science. Implement Sci 4, 50.

31. FonteynME, VetteseM, LancasterDR et al. (2008)Developing a
codebook to guide content analysis of expressive writing tran-
scripts. Appl Nurs Res 21, 165–168.

32. Jane TB, Judith EB & Victoria MW (1992) Techniques for ana-
lyzing focus group data. Eval Rev 16, 198–209.

33. Krueger RA & Casey MA (2009) Focus Groups: A Practical
Guide for Applied Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications, Inc.

34. Campbell JL, Quincy C, Osserman J et al. (2013) Coding in-
depth semistructured interviews: problems of unitization and
intercoder reliability and agreement. Sociol Methods Res 42,
294–320.

35. Gery WR & Bernard HR (2003) Techniques to identify
themes. Field Methods 15, 85–109.

36. Malterud K (2001) Qualitative research: standards, chal-
lenges, and guidelines. Lancet 358, 483–488.

37. Moxley DP & Abbas JM (2016) Envisioning libraries as col-
laborative community anchors for social service provision
to vulnerable populations. Practice 28, 311–330.

38. Morgan AU, Dupuis R, D’Alonzo B et al. (2016) Beyond
books: public libraries as partners for population health.
Health Aff 35, 2030–2036.

39. Westbrook L & Gonzalez ME (2011) Information support for
survivors of intimate partner violence: public librarianship’s
role. Public Lib Q 30, 132–157.

40. Grant C (2010) How librarians can shape the future. Public
Lib Q 29, 95–103.

41. Scott R (2011) The role of public libraries in community build-
ing. Public Lib Q 30, 191–227.

42. Somerville MR (1995) Global is local. Libr J 120, 131–133.
43. Blackburn N (2001) Building bridges: towards integrated

library and information services for mental health and social
care. Health Info Libr J 18, 203–212.

44. Dearness KL & Tomlin A (2001) Development of the
national electronic library for mental health: providing
evidence-based information for all. Health Info Libr J
18, 167–174.

45. Malachowski M (2011) Patient activation: public libraries and
health literacy. Comput Libraries 31, 5–9.

46. Lukenbill B & Immroth B (2009) School and public youth
librarians as health information gatekeepers: research
from the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. Sch Libr
Media Res 12, 1–35.

47. American Library Association (2015) The State of America’s
Libraries 2015. American Library Association.

48. Jaeger PT, GorhamU, Bertot JC et al. (2013)Democracy, neu-
trality, and value demonstration in the age of Austerity. Libr Q
83, 368–382.

49. Buschman J (2003)Dismantling the Public Sphere: Situating
and Sustaining Librarianship in the Age of the New Public
Philosophy. Santa Barbara: Libraries Unlimited.

50. Willingham TL (2008) Libraries as civic agents. Public Lib Q
27, 97–110.

51. International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (2001) The role and purpose of the public library.
In The Public Library Service: IFLA/UNESCO Guidelines for
Development [P Gill et al., editors]. München: IFLA Publications.

52. Blank BT (2015) Public Libraries Add Social Workers and
Social Programs. http://www.socialworker.com/api/content/
3f853edc-4a3b-11e4-ab13–22000a4f82a6/ (accessed February
2018).

53. Fox S (2015) From Nurses to Social Workers, See How Public
Libraries Are Serving the Homeless. https://www.pbs.org/
newshour/nation/see-libraries-across-country-serving-homeless
(accessed February 2018).

54. Moreland VF, Robinson CL & Stephens JM (1993) Moving a
library collection: impact on staff morale. J Acad Librarianship
19, 8–11.

55. California Library Association (2019) CA State Library Has
Awarded CLA a $1,000,000 Local Assistance Grant for

Addressing food insecurity in the library 9

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-food-service-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-food-service-program
https://www.slj.com/2014/07/programs/libraries-needed-to-host-summer-meal-programs-heres-how-to-help/
https://www.slj.com/2014/07/programs/libraries-needed-to-host-summer-meal-programs-heres-how-to-help/
https://lunchatthelibrary.org/
https://lunchatthelibrary.org/
http://www.citylab.com/navigator/2016/03/humanizing-homelessness-at-the-san-francisco-public-library/475740/
http://www.citylab.com/navigator/2016/03/humanizing-homelessness-at-the-san-francisco-public-library/475740/
http://www.citylab.com/navigator/2016/03/humanizing-homelessness-at-the-san-francisco-public-library/475740/
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2014/02/from-crisis-to-collaboration-pima-county-public-library-partners-with-health-department-for-library-nurse-program/
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2014/02/from-crisis-to-collaboration-pima-county-public-library-partners-with-health-department-for-library-nurse-program/
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2014/02/from-crisis-to-collaboration-pima-county-public-library-partners-with-health-department-for-library-nurse-program/
https://lunchatthelibrary.org/impact/
http://www.socialworker.com/api/content/3f853edc-4a3b-11e4-ab13&ndash;22000a4f82a6//
http://www.socialworker.com/api/content/3f853edc-4a3b-11e4-ab13&ndash;22000a4f82a6//
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/see-libraries-across-country-serving-homeless
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/see-libraries-across-country-serving-homeless


Lunch at the Library. https://www.cla-net.org/page/1138
(accessed April 2019).

56. Popkin SJ, DuBois N, Gilbert B et al. (2019) Evidence-Based
Strategies to End Childhood Food Insecurity and Hunger in
Vermont. Research Report 60.

57. Binder C (2016) Summer Meals Barrier Analysis. New York:
Hunger Free NYC.

58. Troutman P (2014)Help Them Eat At Home: Why the Federal
Summer Meals Program for Kids has Chronically Low
Participation and What Can Be Done about It. San Diego:
San Diego Hunger Coalition.

59. United States Department of Agriculture (2015) Serving
Adults: What You Need to Know. https://fns-prod.
azureedge.net/sites/default/files/sfsp/SMT-AdultMeals.pdf
(accessed September 2019).

60. International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions
(2019) IFLA Library Map of the World. https://librarymap.ifla.
org/ (accessed September 2019).

61. Bruce JS, De La Cruz MM, Lundberg K et al. (2019)
Combating child summer food insecurity: examination of a
community-based mobile meal program. J Community
Health 44, 1009–1018.

10 MM De La Cruz et al.

https://www.cla-net.org/page/1138
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/sfsp/SMT-AdultMeals.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/sfsp/SMT-AdultMeals.pdf
https://librarymap.ifla.org/
https://librarymap.ifla.org/

	More to offer than books: stakeholder perceptions of a public library-based meal programme
	Methods
	Results
	Domain 1. Motivations for Implementing the Lunch at the Library Programme
	Theme 1. Awareness of the pervasive problem of community-level FI
	Theme 2. Meals encouraged utilisation of the library and educational resources
	Theme 3. Motivation to implement new programmes to address social needs
	Theme 4. Reinventing the library image

	Domain 2. Programme Impact
	Theme 1. Impact on the community
	Theme 2. Impact on library staff

	Domain 3. Facilitating Factors and Barriers
	Theme 1. USDA restrictions limited meal locations and participants
	Theme 2. Adequate resources and staffing necessary for programme implementation


	Discussion
	Library staff understand community needs
	Libraries as important venue for reaching vulnerable populations
	Addressing community needs with limited resources
	Fiscal support
	Feeding adults
	Future research and policy implications

	Limitations
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


