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Today’s Objectives

By attending today’s workshop, 
participants will :
• Learn communication methods 

for serving  patrons with mental 
illness

• Be aware of quality resources 
for patrons 

• Know methods for building 
productive partnerships

• Share ideas for programs



National Library of Medicine

• Part of the National Institutes of Health (NIH)
• Provider of PubMed.gov, MedlinePlus.gov, and many 

other quality health and medical resources 
• Manages NN/LM, the National Network of Libraries 

of Medicine. The Pacific Southwest Region serves 
California.

http://www.nlm.nih.gov

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/


About this session
• My area of expertise:
▫ Consumer health resources, creating partnerships, and 

programming

• All of you have much more practical experience; you 
know about your own community, the day-to-day 
experiences in your library, serving patrons of all 
types, and needs of library staff

• We will use this time as an opportunity to share and 
learn from each other



Agenda
• Mental health information needs in our libraries
• Proven approaches to serving patrons with mental 

health issues
▫ Knowledge about mental disorders
▫ Skills and techniques

• Resources for patrons and staff
• Some thoughts about partnerships
• Programs and outreach
• Wrap-up



The Survey Said…
• How to better serve patrons with mental health needs (#1)
• Why does the library attract this segment of the population?
• Recognizing symptoms and behaviors of mental illness
• Quality mental health resources for patrons, family, and 

caregivers
• Interest in what other libraries are doing
• Staff support and self-care
• Building trust and rapport; treating patrons with compassion
• Legal and ethical aspects
• De-escalation techniques and safety of staff and patrons
• Partnerships that work; finding good community resources
• Programming and outreach ideas



Mental Health Conditions – Can you 
tell by looking?



Who is at risk?

Which special populations are more likely to suffer 
from mental health issues?

• Persons who are homeless

• Persons who abuse alcohol or other substances

• Victims of trauma, abuse, or violence

• Veterans, first responders and law enforcement

• Family history of mental illness



Symptoms and Behaviors
How do we know when someone has a mental illness? 
• Sometimes there are no outward signs 
• Behaviors vary widely, often non-threatening
▫ Example Bipolar disorder vs schizophrenia

• Problem behaviors can include acting out, aggression, 
anger, delusions, or other abnormal behavior

• Note: Symptoms of other health issues may look like 
mental illness

• The National Alliance on Mental Illness has a good list of 
disorders and symptoms as a starting point

http://www.nami.org/Learn-More/Mental-Health-Conditions

http://www.dbsalliance.org/site/PageServer?pagename=education_signs_symptoms
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/schizophrenia-basics-12-2015/index.shtml
http://www.nami.org/Learn-More/Mental-Health-Conditions


Responding to Behaviors that may 
Indicate Mental Illness

• Most patrons are not dangerous, but pay attention
• Be calm and relax
• Maintain safe space; don’t touch the patron
• Be respectful
• Ignore insults and accusations
• Don’t argue
• Be firm when issuing warnings or directives
• If you sense a risk, walk away (don’t run)

▫ From Defusing the Angry Patron, 2nd Edition by Joyce Rubin  
and the Black Belt Librarian by Warren Graham



De-escalation Techniques

• Adopt a calm and friendly attitude
• Breathe deeply and count to ten before responding
• Don’t take it personally
• Listen, don’t argue
• Validate the patron’s feelings; express sympathy
• Focus on the problem, not the person
• Respect personal space; try to keep a barrier between
• Stay safe, have a buddy in case of trouble
• Transition from listening to problem solving
• Get confirmation from the patron about the solution
▫ From Defusing the Angry Patron, 2nd Edition by Joyce Rubin



Communicating the Message 



What influences our interactions with 
patrons? 

• Stereotypes 

• Body language and facial expressions

• Negative phrasing (I can’t do…, You don’t 
understand…, I’m not allowed to…) 

• Paralanguage (pitch, tone of voice, inflection) such 
as You can’t sleep here versus You can’t sleep here

• Other?



What is the Best Response?
1. Angry patron yelling at staff member about a policy

2. Elderly woman (one of the regular patrons) seems 
to be confused

3. Homeless man talking loudly and profanely to 
himself; other patrons are complaining 

4. Patron is certain that the computer is monitoring
his activity and is becoming increasingly agitated

5. Patron calls on the phone every day and asks for 
the information which will prove the government is 
conspiring to poison her 



Safety in the Library
• What safety systems and procedures are in place at 

your library?
▫ Written policies
▫ Security guard or police
▫ Buddy system
▫ Panic button

For immediate help, utilize 911, hotlines, and crisis 
resources:
• Immediate threat in library – Call 911
• Suicide prevention - Hotlines
• Mental health crisis – Crisis team 



When a Serious Incident Occurs
Example – Recent suicide in the library

• No one had been trained for this type of incident
• Staff responded immediately to the best of their 

ability
• Many patrons and staff were affected by the sight or 

from having some contact with the patron
• Crisis team was on site within an hour
• Response from library and campus administration 

was swift and heartfelt
• Debriefing the following Monday with counselors
• Ongoing counseling has been made available 



Simple Shift in Thinking – Example 
about Homeless Persons

• In the past: Dealing with 
the Homeless

• More recently: Providing 
Library Services to the 
Homeless

• The new model: Providing 
Library Services to Help 
End Homelessness 



Building Knowledge and Skills

• Take advantage of training
• Make it relevant to your library’s situation
• Staff training on policies (how often are policies 

reviewed? Do they need to be updated?)

If you have decision-making authority, think of ways 
you can be a champion for mental health at your 
library. Advocate for staff training, new programs or 
service models.



Mental Health Reference Skills
• Same as health reference, with additional considerations

• Understanding behaviors – health issues can cause 
stress, anger, sadness or other emotions

• Combination of knowledge and experience

• The library staff person’s 
reaction and communication 
can help diffuse situations

nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/ethics.html

https://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/ethics.html


Ethical and Legal Considerations

• Information, never advice!

• Privacy

• Confidentiality

• Accurate, complete, and 
current answers

• Refer to other sources when 
necessary

https://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/ethics.html

https://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/ethics.html


Handling Requests



Information, Interpretation and Advice

• Provide quality resources 

• Never interpret medical information

• Do not give advice; librarians are not medically trained

• Encourage patron to discuss with health care provider

• Avoid sharing personal experiences

• Maintain strict patron privacy; don’t discuss with others

• Do be empathetic; kindness goes a long way



Help Your Patrons Evaluate Sites
• Look for quality, authoritative organizations
▫ government, associations, medical or academic (.gov, 

.org, .edu)

• Watch for red flags  advertisements, sensational 
headlines (click bait) 
▫ .com sites are more interested in making money 

through clicks on ads and sponsored content rather 
than providing quality information 

• Use the CRAAP test, TrustOrTrash, or MedlinePlus
www.csuchico.edu/lins/handouts/eval_websites.pdf
www.trustortrash.org
www.medlineplus.gov/evaluatinghealthinformation.html

http://www.csuchico.edu/lins/handouts/eval_websites.pdf
http://www.trustortrash.org/
http://www.medlineplus.gov/evaluatinghealthinformation.html


Break Time!



MedlinePlus.gov = Quality Health Info
• Over 950 health topics
• Drug and herbals
• Extensive Spanish materials
• Multiple languages
• Easy-to-read collection
• Videos and tutorials
• Health Check tools
• Medical Encyclopedia
• Dictionary
• Health News
• Special populations
• Clinical trials
• PubMed searches
• And much more!



The Spectrum of Mental Health Questions

• Basic reference tools – (encyclopedia, dictionary, 
anatomy)

• Conditions and Diseases – Symptoms, Diagnosis, 
Prognosis 

• Treatments and therapies
• Drug information
• Patient instructions, care, coping
• Health, wellness and prevention
• Caregiver and family resources
• Statistics and research
• Finding specialists



Let’s Take a Quick Tour!

https://medlineplus.gov/
https://medlineplus.gov/


National Institute of Mental Health
nimh.nih.gov



National Institute of Mental Health 
(NIMH) Health and Education Page

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/index.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/index.shtml


Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration - samhsa.gov

http://www.samhsa.gov/
http://www.samhsa.gov/


http://www.samhsa.gov/topics
http://www.samhsa.gov/topics


Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration – Find Help 
and Treatment

http://www.samhsa.gov/find-help
http://www.samhsa.gov/find-help


National Alliance on Mental Illness
nami.org

http://www.nami.org/
http://www.nami.org/


Many NAMI Local Chapters



mentalhealthVA.gov



National Center for PTSD
ptsd.va.gov

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/


National Child Traumatic Stress Network
nctsn.org

http://nctsn.org/
http://nctsn.org/


National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
suicidepreventionlifeline.org

http://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
http://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/


http://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/how-we-can-all-prevent-suicide/
http://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/how-we-can-all-prevent-suicide/


American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention – afsp.org

https://afsp.org/
https://afsp.org/


https://afsp.org/find-support/
https://afsp.org/find-support/


https://afsp.org/about-suicide/
https://afsp.org/about-suicide/


American Psychiatric Association -
psychiatry.org/patients-families

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families


American Psychological Association
apa.org

http://www.apa.org/
http://www.apa.org/


http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/index.aspx
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/index.aspx


Support Groups and Social Media

patientslikeme.com



NLM Drug Information Portal
druginfo.nlm.nih.gov

The Drug Information Portal is a one-stop shop 
that searches all of these sources: 
• MedlinePlus
• DailyMed
• Pillbox
• Dietary Supplements Labels 
• LactMed
• LiverTox
• PubMed
• And more!

http://druginfo.nlm.nih.gov/
http://medlineplus.gov/
http://medlineplus.gov/
http://pillbox.nlm.nih.gov/index.html
http://dietarysupplements.nlm.nih.gov/
http://lactmed.nlm.nih.gov/
http://livertox.nih.gov/
https://pubmed.gov/


Drug Information Portal

• Gateway to over 20,000 medications
• Over 200,000 drug names & synonyms
• Information from all NLM resources
• Includes materials for consumers, health professionals 

& researchers

http://druginfo.nlm.nih.gov

http://druginfo.nlm.nih.gov/


Local Collaboration Opportunities



Seeking Local Partners 
Look for:

• Complementary services or resources

• Aligned vision

• Cost or resource sharing

• Often necessary for successful grants

• Often, programs come out of partnerships



Health Programs that Work
• Use data from community health needs assessments 

and mental health services reports
▫ Programs that address real needs will be popular
▫ Pay attention to language needs and culture

• Noticeable demand for certain topics
▫ Take advantage of current interests, trends, or events

• What already works well?
▫ Build on success, but don’t be afraid to try something 

new! 
• Ask community members for input!



Mental Health Status in Your 
Community

• Know the health issues

• Use info for strategic planning

• Look at mutually beneficial partnerships

• Develop programs to improve mental health status 
of community members 



Mental Health in Your Community: 
Observe, then Supplement with Data

• Understanding your community helps you provide 
relevant services
▫ Who are your users?
▫ What about the community as a whole?

• Community Health Needs Assessments (CHNA)
▫ Wealth of data
▫ Relatively current; required every three years
▫ Look for identified health issues and proposed 

actions
▫ Scan for potential community partners and consider 

complementary programs



Mental Health Services Act –
Annual Reports and Three-year Plans

Proposition 63, known as the Mental Health Services 
Act (MHSA), was approved by the California voters in 
November 2004 and became law in January 2005.

▫ The law requires annual reports and three-year plans 
for all county behavioral or mental health 
departments in California. 

▫ To find reports Search for MHSA and the county name 
▫ Shasta County example - shastamhsa.com



Partnerships
• Schools
• Hospital library
• County mental health
• Crisis center
• Local SAMHSA or NAMI chapter
• NN/LM Pacific SW Region – we help facilitate 

partnerships through our network



Finding Local Agencies
• 2-1-1 California
▫ Currently 37 counties have 211 services
▫ http://www.211california.org/about-2-1-1/directory

• State, county, and local government 
▫ Public health department
▫ Mental or behavioral health department
▫ Crisis teams

• Non-profits and local chapters of foundations or 
national organizations 

http://www.211california.org/about-2-1-1/directory


Programs & Services - Ideas
• Look back at CHNA to determine priorities in 

community and target audience(s)
• Look for ready-made programs from organizations 

like SAMHSA or NAMI (search for ‘toolkit’ or 
‘program’)

• Use the Health Observances calendar at 
healthfinder.gov to plan ahead

• Find free materials from government agencies by 
searching Google and limiting like this:

poster .gov “mental health”

https://healthfinder.gov/


InfoRx  Information Prescription

Order free materials at 
http://informationrx.org

• Good for people who are in a hurry, or who want to search at 
home later

• Helps them remember which site to use
• Good reminder for library staff

http://informationrx.org/


Upcoming Events &Training
• Infopeople course by Josh Berk
• Mental Health First Aid sessions
• This class in other locations around the state, plus a 

webinar
• CLA program this Saturday



Wrap Up
• Questions?
• Evaluations



Questions?



Thank You!
Kelli Ham

National Network of Libraries of Medicine
Pacific Southwest Region

UCLA Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library
kkham@library.ucla.edu

http://nlm.gov/psr
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