ABSTRACT

This qualitative research investigated how homeless men use public libraries and
reports their understanding of public library as “place”. This study is based on 23
individual semi-structured interviews with homeless men in Vancouver BC, which
were conducted during the summers of 2010 and 2012. This research found that
public libraries are very important places for homeless men.

Homelessness is a high risk lifestyle and homeless men who purposely avoided
street danger felt safer within the Central Library than at the Reading Room in the
Carnegie Centre, the designated library for homeless people in Vancouver. Despite
not being eligible for a library card at the Central Library and without any private
space of their own, having access to a variety of seating, computer and Internet
access, large collections of information resources, and decent public washrooms
made the Central Library the preferred library among participants.

Some participants who were very frequent library users created a new social
identity for themselves as library users, and just like other library users at the Central
Library, enjoyed very ordinary social experiences such as reading, playing online
games, and searching the Internet. Participants found stability at public libraries and
developed routines; the library became a place where they could restore their soul as
they found that they were treated with respect at the library.

Some homeless men also used public libraries as transition spaces for self-
improvement and self-education; some participants successfully completed their high
school equivalency from reading at public libraries. Thus, in addition to information
needs, public libraries also serve the social needs of homeless men, including social
identity, normalcy, and respite from the stigma and stresses of homelessness.

How library buildings are used as place by homeless men may be of interest to
librarians planning library programs and to architects for designing future library
buildings. The design of large, urban public libraries should be inclusive of the socio-
demographic diversity found in the community that the library serves, including
homeless people, who are often more concentrated in downtown locations.
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