
Examining Public Library Service to LGBTQ Communities for Health-related Information 
University of South Carolina Early Career Development Grant Proposal 

The School of Library and Information Science (SLIS) at the University of South Carolina (USC) requests $235,402 
for a three-year Laura Bush 21st Century Early Career Development Grant to study how public libraries can meet the 
health-related information needs and practices of individuals within LGBTQ communities. This study adopts an 
information practices approach to understand the role of health-related information in the everyday lives of these 
groups. Appreciating this context is vital due to significant evidence that LGBTQ communities do not seek, share, 
value, etc., information in ways currently supported by cultural institutions, e.g., government, medicine, education 
(Morris & Hawkins, 2016). This project positions public libraries as community anchors that can understand the 
health-related information needs and practices of local LGBTQ communities and leverage their specialized knowledge 
to develop inclusive services, spaces, and collections. The South Carolina (SC) State and Richland Libraries will serve 
as project partners. The project addresses the following research questions: 
RQ1. What are the health-related information needs and practices of LGBTQ communities?  

RQ1.1 How do stigma, discrimination, and misinformation shape these needs and practices? 
RQ1.2 What information sources (social, physical, textual) support these needs and practices?  

RQ2. To what extent do public libraries meet the health-related information needs and practices of LGBTQ 
communities?  

RQ2.1 How can public libraries leverage the expertise of LGBTQ communities to facilitate these needs and 
practices?  
RQ2.2 What are the implications for other marginalized groups?  

Semi-structured individual interviews with key stakeholders from LGBTQ organizations in SC will inform community 
forums between public librarians and these stakeholders. The process of developing and running these forums will 
be codified into a guidance document to be used by public libraries nationwide. This guidance document will be tested 
outside of SC. Focus group interviews with SC LGBTQ individuals will validate interview and forum findings. 
Statement of Broad Need: LGBTQ people experience more difficulty accessing healthcare and health-related 
information than their heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (Ard & Makadon, 2012; National LGBT Health 
Education Center, 2016; Ward, Dahlhamer, Galinsky, & Joestl, 2014a). Limited health-related research on LGBTQ 
people exists, who are often (if not entirely) excluded from national demographic assessments, health studies, and 
clinical trials (Institute of Medicine, 2011). This lack of information also applies to local contexts where LGBTQ 
people may lack support and information from community-based resources like schools (Steinke et al., 2017). Even 
if LGBTQ people can physically access health-related information, they may avoid it due to experiences or 
expectations of stigma and discrimination (National LGBT Health Education Center, 2016). Another issue is 
misinformation. Focus groups with LGBTQ teens indicated that many prefer information from LGBTQ peers, 
trusting their expertise more than medical professionals and formal sources like medical textbooks. Using 
interpersonal sources can lead to the sharing and exchange of misinformation with the potential for adverse health-
related outcomes if acted upon (Steinke et al., 2017). As a result of this limited access to healthcare and health-related 
information, LGBTQ people experience health disparities, which include higher rates of HIV and depression, and 
lower rates of preventative care (APA Public Interest Government Relations Office, 2013; Institute of Medicine, 
2011; National LGBT Health Education Center, 2016). Public libraries have several characteristics that can position 
them as community anchors for meeting the health-related information needs and practices of LGBTQ communities. 
Public libraries provide social access to information restricted in other contexts (e.g., at home) due to social stigma or 
fear of reprisal. Additionally, they deliver physical access to those who lack economic or infrastructural support for 
desired information and bridge intellectual gaps to access by offering literacy training to evaluate information critically, 
mitigating the spread of misinformation (Burnett, Jaeger, & Thompson, 2008). They protect user privacy, providing 
private kiosks to check out materials, anonymizing user records, historically lobbying against section 215 of the Patriot 
Act, hosting digital privacy classes, and installing Tor browsers on their public computers, for example (American 
Library Association, n.d.; Glaser, 2015). Despite this potential, the Library and Information Science (LIS) field remains 
susceptible to “tunnel vision and blind spots” that ignore how “connections between power and knowledge affect 
issues of race, class, age, and gender, among others” (Wiegand, 1999, p. 24). Research can address such tunnel vision 
and blind spots by examining the role and potential roles public libraries play in the lives of LGBTQ people. Scant 
research exists on the topic of LGBTQ health (or LGBTQ issues in general) in LIS with most practitioner-based 
recommendations informed by anecdotal, rather than empirical evidence (Morris & Hawkins, 2016). An overarching 
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finding from empirical studies is that LGBTQ people view libraries as disappointing if not irrelevant resources 
(Hamer, 2003; Kitzie, 2017). It is advisable for public libraries to adjust their approaches to services, collections, and 
spaces for LGBTQ communities to view them as relevant. This project will inform this adjustment by obtaining input 
from LGBTQ communities about their health-related information needs and practices, and perceptions of libraries 
in meeting these needs and practices. Soliciting this information from LGBTQ communities rather than imposing 
prescriptive services, collections, and spaces on them can assist in mitigating existing stigma and discrimination within 
public libraries toward these communities while leveraging the skills of librarians to counter misinformation.   
Project Design: The study PI is Vanessa Kitzie, a SLIS Assistant Professor at USC. This project extends her 
dissertation research examining the information practices of LGBTQ communities (Kitzie, 2017). She will refine this 
focus to explore the health-related information practices of LGBTQ communities through semi-structured interviews, 
community forums, and focus groups. All participants will be 18 or older. The PI will recruit 20-30 SC LGBTQ 
community leaders using purposive and snowball sampling. Project mentor Laura Hein (USC, College of Nursing) 
will assist in recruitment. A graduate research assistant (RA) will help conduct interviews. Findings will inform two to 
three SC community forums, which the PI will run at the Richland Library. These forums will facilitate dialog between 
librarians and LGBTQ community stakeholders regarding health-related information needs and practices not being 
met by libraries and how they can modify collections, spaces, and services to accommodate them. The forums’ 
structure will highlight how SC libraries may perpetuate stigma and discrimination, and how libraries can do more to 
address these issues. Forums will also explore how libraries can address misinformation as defined and contextualized 
within LGBTQ communities. The RA will attend the forums and take detailed notes. The SC State Library will 
document the process for running forums as a guidance document. The PI will test the applicability of the guidance 
document at two to three public libraries outside SC and work with the State Library to revise the document. The 
State Library will distribute this document to public libraries nationwide for use in their communities. With RA 
assistance, the PI will run six in-person focus groups with 8-12 LGBTQ participants each to validate findings from 
semi-structured interviews and forums. She will use a combination of snowball (i.e., recommendations from 
community stakeholders) and purposive sampling, the latter to obtain perspectives from underrepresented identity 
categories. The PI will audio-record and transcribe all three data sources verbatim, importing them into NVivo for 
qualitative analysis using an emic/etic coding scheme (Miles & Huberman, 1994) where she will apply high-level 
deductive, etic codes informed by the information practices theoretical framework used in her dissertation (Kitzie, 
2017). The PI will develop the initial coding scheme, then work with the RA to refine the scheme by nesting low-
level, inductive emic codes that emerge from participant accounts under etic ones. In addition to the project partners, 
mentors, and RA mentioned, Marie L. Radford (Rutgers University), Lynn S. Connaway (OCLC), and David Lankes 
(USC) will serve as mentors and consult on project management, data collection, and analysis.   
Diversity Plan: A significant gap in existing health research on LGBTQ communities concerns a lack of diverse 
samples. Current research disproportionately focuses on gay men and lesbians, and little research examines 
intersectionality, particularly race and ethnicity (Institute of Medicine, 2011). This project seeks to purposively identify 
and sample LGBTQ individuals from underrepresented sexual, gender, racial, and ethnic categories, namely people 
of color, and transgender and bisexual individuals. By collecting data in SC, this project captures perspectives of 
LGBTQ rural communities, whose information needs and practices may differ from their urban counterparts.  
Broad Impact: The project aligns with the lifelong learning (objectives 1, 3), build capacity (objective 4), and increase 
access (objective 3) goals identified in the IMLS 2018-2022 strategic plan (IMLS, 2018). The PI will publicize research 
outcomes in conference presentations (e.g., ASIS&T, iConference, ALA, ALISE) and scholarly publications (e.g., 
JASIS&T, Journal of Documentation, Library Quarterly). The PI will collaborate with Laura Hein to disseminate 
relevant findings in health-related venues. An open access version of the research findings, data collection and analysis 
materials, and the guidance document created from community forums will be made available on a public website 
hosted by USC. The project’s approach to data collection and analysis has applicability to other marginalized groups 
and will inform future research on how public libraries can serve as community anchors for these groups.   
Budget Summary: The estimated budget for this project is $235,402. This includes $63,037 for three years of PI 
summer support; $75,894 for three years of RA support; $29,670 for travel to domestic sites for data collection and 
research dissemination (includes RA travel); $11,650 for participant incentives and travel; $1,956 for community 
forum food costs; $2,400 for rentals of LGBTQ centers for focus groups; $5,103 for transcription costs; and $2,000 
for participant recruitment via social media ads. Total project costs are $191,710. Indirect costs are assessed at a rate 
of 46.5% for a total of $43,692.  
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