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Rural libraries and Disasters:  Investigating Resiliency in the Digital Environment 

Statement of Need:  In this proposed research, investigators headed by a team at the University of Texas at 

Austin are requesting $250,000 to investigate how small and often rural libraries contribute to community 

viability. It focuses on the factors important in library resiliency in the face of disasters and crises.  Partnering 

with experts at UT-Austin and Florida State University (Dr. Marcia Mardis), the research should contribute to 

improved planning and management tools, as well as an understanding of resilience features appropriate to 

stressed environments. A focal point for this inquiry is the aftermath of natural disasters when libraries were re-

purposed as disaster relief centers during the record-breaking 2017 hurricane season in the Gulf and a fire 

season in Western regions. 

This research emphasizes the new challenges accompanying a digital information and resource environment in 

which displaced community members turn to libraries for assistance with information needs on top of other, 

perhaps more immediate, material needs. Coping with dislocation, housing loss, and possibly job losses, 

communities turn to libraries for information and communication technologies and resources which become 

central to coordination purposes, social support, and pragmatic resource monitoring.  In addition to possibly 

suffering their own internal damage, staff attrition and collection threats, local libraries must face the challenges 

of helping broader communities. Libraries anchor communities and can enhance the needed healing and 

economic and workforce revitalization.  Further, they fulfill the information needs community members 

experience during recovery.   

Our research uses the concept of resilience in order to understand how libraries both prepare for and deal with 

disaster environments.  Resilience is a term applied to numerous phenomena, but as a non-profit, public 

institution, the library’s organizational context suggests framing resilience in terms of how libraries (1) adapt to 

threats or disturbances, (2) refocus priorities and capacities, (3) learn and (4) change.  Common organizational 

responses to stresses - from natural disasters to economic strain - include downsizing, reorganizing, forming 

alliances, among other strategies; however, libraries are unique, public institutions operating within constrained 

circumstances including limited budgets and uneven access to technical assistance, even as they are imbued 

with public trust and expectations.  Their resilience capabilities could vary tremendously.  This research will try 

to account for variation in resilience among the small, often rural, public libraries facing disaster circumstances, 

and speaks to the IMLS interest in “developing the knowledge and competencies in libraries that can identify 

opportunities and address community needs” as cited in the NOFA. 

The newest literature on disasters underscores the increasing significance of information and communication 

resources during disasters and recovery.  Our previous research examining rural libraries has underscored how 

these institutions provide local Internet access and wifi, as well as librarians’ digital expertise, for various 

endeavors; some of our qualitative data underscore the assistance libraries provide to people who need to 

interact with government, insurance or other agencies.  To the extent that Internet access alternatives and rural 

libraries’ resources are either highly limited or inaccessible to underserved populations, investigating how 

libraries re-construct the digital information environment their patrons need could provide important insights 

into specific opportunities around engaging communities, enabling technologies, and fostering collaboration.    

Project Design and Research Questions:  We are targeting up to 15 small, public libraries on the Texas and 

Florida Coasts for a series of case studies.  Many of these are underserved and some are rural. The Texas 

libraries were particularly affected by flooding, while in this most recent cycle of disasters, the Florida libraries 

were more affected by wind damage. However, beyond library damage, entire communities experienced 

devastation.  In addition to suffering internal damage, the libraries were faced with the challenges of helping 

communities to cope with facets and phases of the disaster.  Resilience therefore has a reciprocal feature and 

refers to the libraries themselves as well as their local communities. 
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Our major research questions are:  (1) How did libraries in coastal regions respond to the hurricane disaster? 

Services, information and organizational resources, and community interactions are relevant components.  (2) 

What are the factors that affected libraries’ performance over the cycle of disaster and recovery that comprise 

their levels of resilience?   

In order to assess the organizational and community qualities that favor resilience, we plan to (1) interview 

library staff regarding their experience of and responses to the disasters; (2) gather secondary data on local 

broadband availability and use from services providers, including those providing services to the libraries; (3) 

undertake limited, community-wide surveys to investigate aspects of resilience, information needs and 

organizational resources; and (4) examine content data from library Facebook and other community sites 

reflecting on the disaster experience.  We will construct a “life cycle” of community and organizational 

responses to disasters, and we will plot timeliness and type of responses, particular stress events (should they 

exist), and breakthroughs.     

This case study research design will allow us to position resilience in terms of contextual features in library 

settings, including services provided by the libraries (including broadband connectivity). Library assets, staff 

experience, social capital with other institutions constitute some components of resilience.  

Project Team: Our team has a solid record investigating the economic and communication structures of rural 

communities and the local role of rural libraries.  Sharon Strover, University of Texas at Austin – Moody 

College of Communication, has undertaken rural infrastructure research around the country, attending to 

community, education and other service dynamics associated with broadband connectivity; her most recent 

research has focused on rural libraries in Kansas and Maine.  We also plan to work with UT’s School of 

Information and Florida State’s College of Communication and Information on aspects of the data collection 

and interpretation.  All team members have experience with research projects in rural locations.   We also will 

have regular communication with the respective State Libraries of both Texas and Florida since both were 

involved in monitoring and responding to libraries affected by disasters. 

Projected Performance Goals and Outcomes:  This research contributes to the broader literature on resilience, 

and applies it specifically to small and often rural public libraries.  One outcome will be a template for 

developing strategic and enhanced services within stressed communities. We will offer recommendations that 

can assist libraries in preparing for the next set of stresses that reach them, whether they are natural disasters or 

other types of crises.  One important goal will be to share the research findings in order to help libraries and 

communities work with each other and address regional problems. We plan to assemble a group of stakeholders, 

including State Librarians, to evaluate our research and to make suggestions while it is ongoing; they also will 

assist with dissemination.   

Diversity Plan:  We will engage small, and rural libraries, many of them working with underserved populations.  

Potential Impact:  This project will provide a framework for considering organizational change in times of 

stress.   It will inform us directly about the stages in a library’s response to a disaster setting, and could help to 

contribute to understanding strategies that could be deployed now or in the future – before the next disaster – in 

order to improve a library’s overall resilience.  We anticipate our data-gathering will allow us to reflect as well 

on the broader community-level settings that enhance resilience.  We are mindful that resilience in a natural 

disaster may have implications for coping with disasters beyond those from the natural environment. Our 

investigation will shed light on the organizational needs of small or rural libraries as they contemplate becoming 

more resilient.  Our prior research suggests that certain kinds of strategic partnerships or scaled responses to 

perceived needs could be helpful, and our research will attend to that category of organizational adaptation.   

Budget:  Our funding request supports travel and data gathering costs (50%), as well as one meeting among the 

investigators and stakeholders to debrief on this project (10%).  Advanced graduate students will assist the 

faculty with the qualitative onsite interviews with staff (40%).  University overhead rates (56.5% at the 

University of Texas) suggest an overall budget of about $250,000 will be adequate to fund the project.   
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