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Abstract 

In the Midwestern U.S., there is a growing population of Latin American immigrants. This increase 
is driven largely by employment opportunities in generally low-skilled, low wage fields such as 
meat processing and packing, and other agricultural fields. As a result, rural towns with relatively 
few resources are welcoming a growing number of non-English speaking immigrants who may not 
have experience with the practices and institutions of the U.S. such as libraries, schools, 
hospitals, or social support services. The agencies that usually work with linguistically diverse 
immigrant populations are churches, schools, and university extension departments. Building off 
previous research, this paper reports on ten interviews with gatekeepers about their work in 
reaching and engaging with Latin American immigrant populations. Three interrelated themes 
emerged from the interviews: the importance of language, of providing relevant services, and of 
cultivating trust. Drawing from the experiences reported by the gatekeepers as well as the 
literature, the authors discuss implications for small rural libraries that might not be equipped 
to take over gatekeeping roles, but that want to work with immigrant communities. Ultimately, 
the authors recommend that rural libraries liaise with established gatekeepers to the greatest 
extent possible. 
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Introduction 

here is a growing population of Latin American immigrants living and working in the
Midwestern United States (U.S.), especially in rural and sparsely-populated areas (Jensen,
2006; Kandel & Newman, 2004; Lichter, 2012). Such communities in the Midwest are 

historically insular and largely without a tradition of hosting newcomers (see Kandel & Newman, 
2004; Lichter, 2012), yet they are seeing an influx of non-English speaking immigrants to the 
country who may not have experience with the culture and practices of the U.S. and/or with its 
institutions, such as libraries, schools, hospitals, or social support services. These host 

communities are “ill-prepared” (Jensen, 2006, p. 7) to receive the newcomers. As the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service noted in 2004 as part of its projections 
for the future, “many rural communities are unprepared for significant numbers of culturally 
different low-paid [Latin American immigrant] newcomers who seek inexpensive housing, require 
particular social services, and struggle to speak English” (Kandel & Newman, 2004, para. 21). 
Although a number of research projects have focused on people with Latin American heritage in 
densely-populated urban areas (e.g., Krogstad & Lopez, 2017), “[r]ural and small town America 

have been largely excluded from these discussions” (Lichter, 2012, p. 6). 
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Yet, Latin American immigrants are increasingly moving to the Midwestern U.S., and the host 
communities find themselves needing to support them. The U.S. Census Bureau (2011) reported 
that the Hispanic1 population in the Midwest had increased by nearly 50 percent between 2000 
and 2010. The increase in this population is driven largely by employment opportunities in 
relatively low-skilled, low wage positions, such as in meat processing and packing plants, and 
work in other parts of the agricultural sector (see Kandel & Newman, 2004; “Latinos Surge in 
Midwest,” 1996). These opportunities tend to cluster around employers’ factories, which are 
often located in rural and low-population density areas. The full extent of the Latin American 
heritage population may potentially be unacknowledged due to irregular immigration statuses, 
with one estimate that “almost 25 percent of the workers in 222 meatpacking plants in Nebraska 
and Iowa were illegally in the US” (“Latinos Surge in Midwest,” 1996, para. 8). The Pew Research 
Center’s Hispanic Trends (2016) estimates, for example, that in 2014, there were 55,000 
unauthorized immigrants in Missouri, 75,000 in Kansas, and 450,000 in Illinois. The Pew Research 
Center’s Hispanic Trends (Krogstad, Stepler, & Lopez, 2015) indicates that since the 1980s, 
roughly only one-third of Spanish-speaking2 newcomers are proficient in English; the remaining 
two-thirds will require additional support in their native language to function effectively in 
society. 

Since the number of Latin American immigrants is on the rise in the U.S. Midwest, and since some 
of them may not have documentation of their immigration status, or may have family members 
who are undocumented, there may be a distrust of governmental institutions that inhibits their 
interaction with these agencies (Adkins, Moulaison Sandy, & Derpic, 2017). How, then, should 
cultural institutions, such as rural libraries, engage with linguistically diverse immigrant 
populations and represent their interests? And what might libraries in these areas stand to learn 
from the work that is already being done? The agencies that usually work with linguistically 
diverse immigrant populations are churches (e.g., Kim, 2016), schools (e.g., Blanchard & Muller, 
2015), and, in the case of the rural Midwest, university extension departments.3 The agencies 
and institutions that work with linguistically diverse immigrant populations in rural areas face a 
number of challenges: a lack of bilingual personnel, limited funds to hire personnel and/or 
purchase materials, and a reliance upon grant funds to develop projects (e.g., Adkins & Hempel, 

2016).  

In this paper, the authors have two goals:  

a) first, to introduce a study that represents agencies and institutions officially serving Latin 
American immigrants, as well as others who function as gatekeepers and work with the 
Latin American heritage population in rural and low-population areas of the Midwestern 
U.S.; and  

b) second, to seek to apply that knowledge to the work that libraries and information 
agencies carry out in serving new immigrants in rural and low-population areas of the 
Midwest. In considering the ongoing effort and commitment required to engage 
immigrant communities, the authors of this study propose that information agencies, 
such as libraries, adopt certain strategies for providing services and resources to users 
of Latin American heritage. For example, if they are working with minimal resources, 
libraries could be more effective through establishing partnerships with gatekeepers 

rather than to trying to become gatekeepers themselves.  
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Literature Review 

Who Are Gatekeepers?  

Gatekeepers are “information intermediaries who move between cultures” (Agada, 1999, p. 74). 
Past studies have shown that community gatekeepers, such as “law enforcement, Adult 
Protective Service[s], case managers, postal carriers, physicians, apartment managers, senior 
center staff, clergy, paramedics, code-enforcement personnel, and so forth” (Kim, 2016, p. 131), 
can be effective in getting services to difficult-to-serve populations. The concept of gatekeeping 
builds on Lewin’s (1947) article discussing how information flows are affected by “gates,” where 
gatekeeping agents make decisions to let information pass or not. White (1950) used this concept 
in the context of publishing, identifying editors as gatekeepers who decide which stories to 
publish, thereby framing social awareness of information. Barzilai-Nahon (2008) tied together 
the concept of gatekeeping with network theory, and while her focus was on technology, she 
also discussed the way the term “gatekeeper” had been used in a variety of contexts, including 
social and community-based contexts. One context for the use of the term is that adopted by 
library and information science (LIS) professionals and social workers, whereby the term 
“gatekeeper” refers to people who move between the insiders and outsiders of a cultural group, 
exchanging information and allowing researchers access to a particular community. In the 
context of gatekeepers working with Latin American immigrants in the Midwest, gatekeepers are 
necessarily bilingual and able to navigate successfully through both cultures: the Midwestern 
American host culture, which is more widely found in this region, and the newcomers’ Latin 
American culture.  

Gatekeepers and Their Work with Underrepresented Populations 

Previous research on the roles of gatekeepers defines them as intermediaries moderating 
between the mainstream community and another community, such as the urban poor or 
ethnolinguistically marginalized communities (Agada, 1999). Chu (1999b) looked at information 
professionals as gatekeepers and the need for cultural relevance in communicating information 

with them. Chu (1999a) also did research on immigrant children serving as language brokers for 
their parents and others, as well as focusing on building culturally appropriate ways of bringing 
information to linguistic minority populations. In her work, Chu (1999a; 1999b) assumed that 
librarians themselves would take on the role of gatekeeper(s), and points out, for instance, that 
newcomers who work may not have time or transportation to attend literacy classes, and that 
literacy work should start in the newcomer’s first language and remain as culturally relevant as 
possible.  

Outside of the LIS literature, there is also interest in gatekeepers and their roles, especially since 
gatekeepers use a variety of strategies to engage with linguistically diverse communities. The 
use of newcomers’ native language is key to communicating information (Trudell, 2012). Most 
gatekeepers are bilingual and bicultural, as linguistic and cultural skills are needed to share 
information effectively. Further, it is difficult for host community members to reach members 
of the newcomer community without a gatekeeper to first establish trust (Edwards, 2013, p. 
509). In the context of social work, social workers [gatekeepers] influence who gets access to 
the newcomer community (Bucerius, 2013, p. 702), and what information is provided to the 
community. The literature on gatekeepers notes the critical and defining role that gatekeepers 
have in allowing access to and sharing information with a community of interest, much as 
Metoyer-Duran (1991) noted that some gatekeepers worked to preserve the heritage culture and 

discourage assimilation into the larger culture.  
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Gatekeepers and Information Flow 

Metoyer-Duran (1991) studied gatekeepers who provided information to ethnically and 
linguistically diverse populations, and identified several types of gatekeepers in her work: the 
Impeder who guards against sharing too much information, the Broker who facilitates information 
sharing, the Unaffiliated gatekeeper who does not represent a particular institution, the 
Affiliated gatekeeper who has a formal relationship with a non-library institution, the 
Information Professional whose job is to provide information, and the Leader/Executive who is 

in a highly visible role.  

Gatekeepers choose when and how they pass information; they also choose what information to 
share and they designate the recipients. Kim (2016) investigated Korean church pastors’ 
willingness to share information about specific Medicare programs and the 211 non-emergency 
information and referral line.4 Many of the churches (43%) already provided some social services 
to their congregations, including medical services, but Kim reported that outreach sessions were 
hard to schedule unless a church had already been providing this service (p. 138). The pastors 
were more aware of some unmet needs than the researchers were (p. 135). Teachers can also 
function as gatekeepers. Blanchard and Muller (2015), investigating the role of teachers as 
gatekeepers for non-English speaking immigrant children, found that teachers are more likely to 
perceive immigrant students as hard-working but also as less likely to complete college. These 
beliefs may be likely to shape children’s perspectives of themselves, which may influence 
children’s likelihood to pursue more demanding college preparatory classes. As a result, their 

“perceptions may reproduce inequality through gatekeeping” (Blanchard & Muller, 2015, p. 273). 

Gatekeepers also decide when and how outsiders or members of the host community gain access 
to community members. Some gatekeepers may be less willing to expose their communities to 
outsiders, either because they fear that outsiders will take advantage of their community 
members without providing adequate benefit or because they fear that community members 
might harm the outsider. This latter example was the case in one article, where a gatekeeper 
was reluctant to provide access to a community of young immigrant men who had a history of 

drug dealing (Bucerius, 2013).  

Each of the authors cited here presents gatekeepers as culture-crossers, people who work within 
two (or more) cultures to share information. However, each of these authors also presents 
gatekeeping as primarily a one-way street: that the information from the host culture flows to 
and is used by newcomers to improve their lives.  

Midwestern Interview Locations 

From late 2016 through the summer of 2017, researchers interviewed ten individuals who are 
considered gatekeepers (see Appendix A for information about the location and the 
characteristics of the gatekeepers). Interviews took place in the Midwestern U.S., a relatively 
rural and agriculture-based area of the country. Rural areas of the Midwest have traditionally 
been white and English-language monolingual, although they have a long history of German and 
Scandinavian immigration (Lichter, 2012), and many of the previous generations in these areas 
were German speakers.5 Some Latin American immigrants had come to urban areas in the 
Midwest as early as the late 19th/early 20th centuries, forming small communities that have 
adapted to living amid the Midwestern host culture, so larger Midwestern cities often have more 
integrated communities of Latin American immigrants and their descendants (Martinez, 2011). 
By and large, however, researchers visited smaller communities ill-equipped to work with new 
immigrants. The arrival of Latin American immigrants to communities not prepared to welcome 
them presents an interesting opportunity for study (Kandel & Newman, 2004), since these areas 
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generally have not experienced large influxes of new populations for several generations, 
producing culture shock in both the newcomer populations and the receiving communities. In 
response to the “browning” (“Latinos Surge in Midwest,” 1996, para. 2) of the U.S. Midwest, a 
term used to describe the growth of the Latin American heritage population, the UC Davis 
Rural Migration News notes that “[g]iven their small populations, rural towns can be 
transformed almost overnight by immigration, leading to issues that range from an inability to 
communicate with public authorities to non-English speaking children in school” (“Latinos 
Surge in Midwest,” 1996, para. 3). Smaller host communities, such as the ones visited as part 
of this research, can therefore quickly find themselves burdened by the arrival of the 

newcomers, unfamiliar with their needs and unprepared to welcome them. 

Indeed, not all members of the receiving community welcome the newcomers. “Newcomers 
speaking a different language, eating different foods, attending different churches, and 
rearing children differently can spark fear, hostility, and indignation in rural populations that 
have remained stable for generations” (Jensen, 2006, p. 8). Given the potential for hostility 
and a lack of appreciation in these communities, the reasons newcomers choose to immigrate 
might not be immediately obvious. The answer, however, lies largely in employment 
opportunities in these areas. Employment opportunities are generally available in relatively 
low-skilled, low wage sectors (see Kandel & Newman, 2004; “Latinos Surge in Midwest,” 1996), 
and recruitment for this work helped result in Latin American heritage populations accounting 
“for more than one-quarter of the total population growth in rural areas” (Jensen, 2006, p. 
12). These openings are often located in smaller towns which may use incentives such as “low 
or no taxes, free land, ‘spec’ buildings, and other incentives” (Stull & Broadway, 2013, p. 221).  

Anecdotally, there is also a sense that the values of rural host communities in the Midwest 
align well with the family-oriented culture of newly arrived Latin American immigrants. In his 
study of rural immigration patterns based on census data, Jensen (2006) states in the executive 
summary “At the risk of romanticizing, the image of these new arrivals is of a group of people 
in rural areas who are striving to live up to American values of hard work, marriage, 
homeownership, and making a contribution” (p. 7). Jensen goes on to note in the body of the 
report, “The immigrants, largely Hispanic, appear to be drawn to employment opportunities 
first and foremost, but also to the lower costs of housing, good schools, and an environment 
that is regarded as safe and peaceful” (Jensen, 2006, p. 27). The basic values of both 
communities seem to be in concert, even if the current political situation is creating additional 
challenges for newcomers (see Adkins, Moulaison Sandy, & Derpic, 2017).  

Engaging Immigrant Community Members 

Engagement with the host community by new immigrants supports integration. Kogan (2006) 
posits that when immigrants are incorporated into their new communities politically and 
socially, through activities like being welcomed, attending community meetings, and 
participating in cultural education provided by the government, they are more likely to 
integrate into their new communities by becoming citizens. Immigrants who arrive in their new 
location as children adapt more quickly, likely due to their engagement in the school system 
(Rumbaut, 2004). Some immigrants are more engaged in cultural organizations to build bridges 
between the immigrant and receiving communities, and to build new social networks (Jensen, 
2008). 

Engagement, therefore, is a key component that drives immigrants’ integration into their new 
countries or regions of settlement, as indicated by Berry and Hou (2016). In many cases, 
gatekeepers are the intermediaries who encourage newcomer populations to engage with local 
efforts such as participation in health classes provided by university extension departments.  The 
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messages transmitted at such events may blend across cultures – encouraging mothers to look at 
providing healthy food for their families, while at the same time advocating against traditional 
high-fat or high-sugar foods. Enticing newcomers to engage in these kinds of programs requires 
a skillful gatekeeper who can help make sense of the cross-cultural messages while still 

motivating people to participate.  

Information Needs of New Immigrants 

The information needs of the Latin American heritage community and the information needs of 

new immigrants have been reviewed at length. Ayala and Ayala (1994), Haro (1970), and Luevano-
Molina (2001) have all reported on the needs of library users with Latin American heritage, who 
sought Spanish-language materials, Spanish-speaking staff, and more culturally-relevant 
materials such as videos and music from their public libraries. As early as 1990, Cuesta clarified 
that the needs of an established Latin American heritage community would be different from the 
needs of new immigrants, with new immigrants needing more daily survival information and 
established communities needing more cultural support. Caidi, Allard, and Quirke (2010) 
identified several information needs of immigrants, including information on language, 
employment, community connections, housing, health, workplace safety, legal information, and 
information about education, recreation, transportation, and banking (pp. 504-505). Speaking of 
“service needs,” Kim discussed access to information about benefits, such as home help and 
financial assistance, health information, and services offered by outside agencies, all of which 
were impeded by the language barrier (Kim, 2016, p. 139). 

Previous research has been conducted on researchers’ perceptions of the needs of Latin American 
immigrants and Latin American heritage populations in the Midwest. Adkins and Hempel (2016) 
did a content analysis of conference abstracts submitted to the Cambio de Colores (Change of 
Colors) conference (http://www.cambiodecolores.org/), an annual, regional conference 
focusing on the changing demographics of the Midwestern U.S. and the integration of Latin 
American heritage newcomers. Cambio de Colores conference presenters include researchers, 
university extension personnel, and social services agents. After analyzing 402 conference 

abstracts submitted between 2005 and 2014, Adkins and Hempel (2016) identified several 
perceived information needs, including health-related information, financial knowledge, 
knowledge of jobs and employment, and knowledge of educational resources. Language was 
identified as a major barrier to information communication. Not presenting knowledge in a 
culturally appropriate way was identified as a barrier, though this was seen as a lesser barrier 
than the language difference. Adkins and Hempel (2016) also noted as potentially problematic 
that the information needs that were identified might have been influenced by grant funders’ 

priorities. 

Language and New Immigrants 

Language and the culture it supports can present barriers for new immigrants who are otherwise 
linguistically and culturally isolated from members of the language-majority culture and 
therefore unable to engage. Technology such as translation apps can provide verbatim 

translations, but meanings and cultural significance may nonetheless be lost. Recognizing the 
words and understanding their intended meaning, implications, and connotations may not go 
hand in hand for newly arrived immigrants (e.g., Shiu-Thornton, Balabis, Senturia, Tamayo, & 
Oberle, 2007). 

Kim (2016) identifies language as a primary barrier for Korean immigrants, particularly older 
Korean immigrants who may experience social isolation. While this barrier was partially 
ameliorated by Korean church pastors who worked with the populations, the pastors who were 
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interviewed felt the language barrier created a gap between the information Korean seniors 
needed and the information they could get. Other barriers included the Korean seniors’ lack of 
familiarity with the types of social and medical services offered in the U.S. compared to Korea, 
and the cultural values of the U.S.  

In their work promoting linguistically and culturally relevant medical information as a way of 
engaging newcomers, Shirazi, Shirazi, and Bloom (2015) found that work with Afghan women 
involved more than simple translations, but rather a broad and deep understanding of their 
culture. In particular, they found that  

the development and planning of [our program] involves much more than just a Farsi/Dari 
translation of materials and messages. Rather, it consists of collective strategies, 
culturally tailored for appropriateness and competency. The program recognizes the 
importance of faith and spirituality in this community and, by incorporating Islamic 
components that are important and inspirational to the lives of participants, it reframes 

Islam as a facilitator of women’s health. (p. 158) 

This deep understanding allowed them to integrate messages about women’s health in a way 
that all members of the community, i.e., both women and their male relatives, would understand 
and internalize. 

Method and Research Questions 

Rationale for the Study 

This research topic came out of a larger project involving Latin American heritage communities 
in the Midwestern U.S. The larger project focused on the use of information and communication 
technologies by Latin American immigrants and their descendants, along with their information 
needs and interests. The crucial role played by gatekeepers, both in connecting to their 
communities and in providing access to the communities for outsiders, became obvious through 
the course of that project, leading inductively to the exploratory research questions addressed 
below.  

In the project presented in this article, the use of gatekeepers originated as a means to an end, 
but became an object of inquiry and investigation after reviewing their behaviors in context. The 
original research project was designed to use structured interviews with members of the Latin 
American heritage community. Interviews with gatekeepers were primarily to be used for 
confirmatory review, with reflections about gatekeepers’ interviews restricted to field notes. 
After five interviews with gatekeepers had been collected and field notes discussed, the decision 
was made to expand the project to include an exploration of gatekeepers’ roles in providing 
information and access to their communities. Because this idea emerged organically in the 
process of study, this research has developed to become phenomenological in nature although it 

was not conceived of as such from the start.  

Research Questions (RQs) 

The use of gatekeepers as key contacts to reach the desired informants (Midwestern Latin 
American heritage populations who used technologies) was originally intended. After several 
interviews, however, the role that gatekeepers were playing in moderating between researchers 
and the community of interest emerged as much more significant, which was summarized with 
the first RQ explored in this article:  
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RQ 1: What is the role of gatekeepers to Latin American immigrant communities in rural 
and low-population areas of the U.S. Midwest?  

Given that the study is conducted in the context of LIS, the authors also sought to understand 
how best to apply the findings to LIS professionals working with similar immigrant communities. 

Therefore, the second RQ emerged:  

RQ2: What can library and information professionals learn from the work of gatekeepers 
in terms of better serving immigrant communities, especially in rural and low-population 

areas of the U.S. Midwest?  

Interview Methodology 

During this research project, the study’s authors interviewed ten community gatekeepers from the 
communities of differing sizes, as listed in Appendix A. The gatekeepers were identified through 
the University of Missouri (MU)’s Cambio Center (http://www.cambio.missouri.edu/), an 
organization affiliated with the MU Extension (http://extension.missouri.edu/) program. The 
Cambio Center on the University of Missouri campus has a long history of working with Midwestern 
Latin American heritage populations, often in relation to large grants from the agricultural sector, 
and they put the authors in contact with several gatekeepers who could give them access to 

informants from the Latin American heritage communities. 

The research design established for the overarching project required finding a number of 
gatekeepers, who would go on to set up anonymous interviews for the authors with informants 
from the Latin American community. Interviews were scheduled with these gatekeepers, primarily 
to understand their interpretations of their populations’ social media and mobile technology use. 
Semi-structured interviews with gatekeepers focused on questions of information and access to 
information as well as strategies for working with members of the Latin American heritage 
community. A list of preliminary questions for gatekeepers can be found in Appendix B. The 
protocol was designed to focus on research questions about social media and mobile technologies; 

however, questions about community and interactions dominated the interview time with 
gatekeepers, and very little time was spent with questions about social media. Gatekeepers shared 
stories of their own perceptions and actions related to moderating between two communities, 
including what they saw, felt, and heard in various situations. This rich qualitative data provided 
by the gatekeepers allowed for insight into gatekeepers’ lived experiences as gatekeepers, and 
served as a catalyst for further study focusing on the unique roles that gatekeepers play.  

Gatekeepers explained how they worked with the linguistically diverse immigrant population, 
described the strategies they used to reach new community members, and, in some cases, also 
volunteered information about how they kept that community engaged. Engagement is a key 
component that drives immigrants’ integration into their new countries or regions of settlement, 
as indicated by Berry and Hou (2016).  

Coding and Analysis 

Because the original project did not focus on gatekeepers, only five of the total ten gatekeeper 
interviews are transcribed. During initial gatekeeper interviews, notes were made on paper, but 
as the potential importance of the gatekeepers’ information became apparent for areas beyond 
social media and mobile technologies, the decision was made to formally document and 

transcribe later gatekeeper interviews. 

During the first five interviews, extensive notes were made at the time of the interview, 
documenting the information provided by the gatekeeper in that interview. The interviewers 
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reviewed information about gatekeepers verbally, and discussed themes as they emerged. Notes 
were made that documented these discussions afterward. After it was decided to record and 
transcribe the remaining gatekeeper interviews, fewer notes were taken during the interviews, 
and these tended to be short notes that highlighted potential themes. Notes about interviewer 
discussions continued to be compiled after the interviews. In keeping with the constant 
comparative method, notes were reviewed regularly, and new data were reviewed and compared 
with previous data to determine commonalities and differences. Phenomena and concepts 
related to those phenomena were identified using an open coding process wherein the two 
authors made and compared codes and notes regularly, discussing perceptions and 
interpretations of the interview data. The themes identified in this paper emerged based on 
codes that came from interview notes, interview discussion notes, and the researchers’ own 
reflections on the interview transcripts, and came after lengthy discussion between the authors 
as to the relevance of a particular code.  

Interviewee Information 

A total of ten gatekeepers took part in the interviews, and demographic information on 
gatekeepers was compared with other sources that focused on gatekeepers (e.g., Agada, 1999; 
Metoyer-Duran, 1993). The ten gatekeepers included a professor of Latin American history who 
had done considerable fieldwork herself, a Mexican store owner in a rural town, a university 
extension employee who worked with Latin American immigrants in a small town, a school social 
worker in a small town, a housing authority employee in a small town, a social worker at a Latin 
American heritage community service center in a larger Midwestern city, and two university 
health information professionals who were employed in a larger Midwestern city, one to write 
grants and do research, and one as a health outreach provider and interpreter. Two gatekeepers 
were informal gatekeepers, not affiliated with a specific agency or workplace but still very active 
in connecting their communities and therefore known to the Cambio Center. More information 
about the gatekeepers and the size of the communities in which they work is provided in 
Appendix A.  

Each of the gatekeepers was English-Spanish bilingual and bicultural, although not all of them 
shared a cultural heritage with their populations. The Latin American heritage populations in the 
Midwest are mostly of Mexican extraction, with lesser pockets of Central American immigrants. 
The biculturality of the gatekeepers was generally manifest in the way they combined their 
country of origin heritage and their work in the host culture. All of them identified as having 
heritage from Latin American countries, and all worked in a predominantly white and English-
monolingual culture in the Midwest. They all also shared the challenge of being strangers in a 
strange land after having moved to the Midwest. For example, one of the gatekeepers was from 
the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico, and moved to her town because it was the place where her 
father was last stationed when he was in the armed forces. Another immigrated to the U.S. after 
having been an exchange student in a rural Midwestern town. He chose to settle in a rural area 

in that state after college.  

Although the gatekeepers were bilingual, their service populations were not necessarily entirely 
bilingual or even monolingual Spanish speakers. Some people they worked with spoke indigenous 
languages; many were very comfortable conversing in English as well. Some gatekeepers used 
different dialects of Spanish than those used by their target populations and were aware of the 

need to modify their language when working with immigrants.   

Most gatekeepers were deeply involved in community affairs, positively engaged, and highly 
social. One had actively campaigned on behalf of a friend who was running for the city council. 
Another hosted community events to build connections among the Latin American immigrants in 
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the community. Another, in her professional role, hosted television and radio call-in shows, and 
participated in a local college’s lock-in overnight camp for young women of Latin American 
heritage. Yet another took volunteers to a rural area in a Central American country every year 
to help the people in that area build infrastructure.   

Similarly to Agada (1999), the authors of this study found that most gatekeepers had a high level 
of education (i.e., had completed college degrees), were community residents (a criterion for 
Agada), and were employed. Many of the gatekeepers were actually employed in their roles as 
gatekeepers or community liaisons, which could ostensibly limit their role in information sharing 

to those things that were allowable and acceptable by their employers. Agada (1999) found that 
community-based gatekeepers who sought information from social service agencies preferred to 
deal with “‘insiders’ in the agency” (p. 82) who might understand their requests better. In this 

sense, some interviewees in this study might be seen as those social service agency insiders.  

Results 

Our interviewees differed in their approaches to engagement and community interaction.  

University extension personnel were highly focused on delivering information and education to 
their target communities. They had a tendency to draw the linguistically diverse immigrant 
populations together for combined activities but did not necessarily try to integrate the 
population into the host culture. One exception to this was the programs that emphasized 
financial knowledge or entrepreneurship. University extension personnel who engaged in these 
programs did connect immigrants with bankers and chambers of commerce. Social workers, on 
the other hand, tended to function as gatekeepers or nodes, connecting individuals or families 
within the linguistically diverse populations with services or personnel outside of their networks. 
Information or resources were generally provided on an as-needed basis. In the cases of both 

extension and social work, services were provided by someone who was bilingual and bicultural.  

The community connectors tended to function as social and cultural community glue. They 

provided cultural support, such as telling traditional stories and holding traditional festivities, to 
help bring together members of the immigrant community. They provided relatively little 
survival-type information but they did strive for a sense of community and self-recognition, which 
was well-received by people with whom they worked. And although the receiving communities 
(e.g., long-term white resident families) were generally not sought out for these kinds of events, 
they were not excluded either.  

Agada (1999) points to research which suggests that the “context ... might be a better predictor 
of needs and uses of information than socioeconomic status” (p. 75). This fits with the finding 
that gatekeepers often end up creating a context for their services that encourages Latin 
American immigrant families to join them. For instance, one gatekeeper, tasked with spreading 
the message of tobacco prevention, created a program that addressed her community’s wider 
needs and incorporated tobacco prevention among other topics. Another gatekeeper developed 
an aspirational vision of college and/or career readiness for her school-aged population to 
achieve, and geared her programming and interventions toward that aspiration, helping to take 
care of existing challenges so her students could improve. A third gatekeeper created a social 
network among his community that gave participants another reason for attending programs and 
events—socializing with each other. These examples demonstrate that being a gatekeeper is not 
limited to communicating information, it also means maximizing the social capital and social 

networks for creating a community with a shared context, goals, and aspirations.  
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Below, the findings from the analysis of the interviews with the gatekeepers are presented 
according to the three primary themes that emerged: language, cultural relevance/applicability, 

and trust. 

Language 

As anticipated, language was a primary concern of our gatekeepers. The school social worker 
was acutely aware of stereotypes and perceptions about some families, but also aware that 
without information in a language they could understand, those parents were powerless to help 

their children navigate the American school system.  

When I started with the interpreting and translation this year, a lot of the schools say 
that the families are not involved, and that the Hispanic families don’t care. How do you 
know? Have you ever asked them? Have you ever given them the information? We need 
to make our schools more welcoming; we need to give them the same information, and 
once we have done that, then they get to choose if they want to be involved or not. But 
right now, they are not even giving them that choice. (School Social Worker) 

This is not just a debate over Spanish versus English. This school in a small Midwestern town 
actually had 31 languages used by children in its service population but had only three people 
who could translate—one for Spanish, one for Russian, and one for Ukrainian. They have several 
churches that offered Spanish-language services but nothing for people with other language 

needs. 

For Latin American immigrants who speak Spanish, finding resources in Spanish was essential. 
One health information provider discovered that the best means of communicating with her 
population was in Spanish over the radio.  

We discovered radio is the way our community get information. When you think about a 
radio show like that, you have to think about people getting connected, getting that 

bonding, looking for people who sound like them. (Health Information Provider) 

She mentioned that her population was “looking for people who sound[ed] like them,” who were 
native Spanish speakers. In this instance, the provider was Puerto Rican and the population was 
mostly Mexican, but the fluency and the ease of language use were vital to their ability to 
communicate with her without linguistic barriers or feelings of discomfort that would come from 

working with someone who was only partially fluent in the language. 

Cultural Relevance/Applicability 

Newly arrived immigrants need more than just a translation of a document—they need to be able 
to incorporate the knowledge contained in that document into their world view and cultural 
understanding. This was powerfully illustrated by one of our respondents, who told a story about 
a cultural misunderstanding based on materials being translated but not being explained. 

We had a Valentine’s Day party for the school and we sent home a flyer that said: We 
have a Valentine’s Day party for the school, bring 30 valentine cards, send something to 
decorate their valentine boxes. So the principal hands this to the translator. They take 
it, and it goes home. First time comers to the US read this. You know what the family 
did? With the paper in Spanish, they went to Walmart, they bought 23 Hallmark Valentine 
cards, not the little Valentine box that’s $1 for 30 of them. No, they bought $2 valentine 
cards for each student and they bought a box and a gift paper and bows because they 
understood that there was going to be some wrapping. And it was to decorate a little 
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shoe box that the teacher had in the classroom. So, we can’t just translate things. It’s 
the cultural competency part. Both from this culture to theirs, and from their culture to 
here. I always say, what’s common sense in one culture is not common practice in the 
other. That’s it. What I practice and what I feel is [a] norm for me is not for the other. 

(School Social Worker) 

This pointed out the strong need for gatekeepers to understand cultural nuances, as well as the 
language, and to envision what a newcomer to their community might or might not understand 
about American customs and norms. Ideally, gatekeepers should be able to work with translators 

who might not be sensitive to these cultural differences. 

Another thing that gatekeepers do is work to make sure they are meeting the real needs of the 
community, and not just the needs that outsiders perceive the community has. For instance, the 
health information provider mentioned that tobacco prevention was a strong priority for outside 
grant funders, but the standard tobacco prevention measures did not resonate with her 

community.  

They don’t care if you come knocking on their door to talk to them about tobacco. 
They’re dealing with domestic violence, alcoholism, and mental health. But when you 
put those other aspects together, then they get involved. (Health Information Provider) 

When she changed the program to be more responsive to community needs, she got more 
acceptance within the community. 

Trust 

Other ways for successful relationship building used by gatekeepers are continuity and presence. 
Gatekeepers make a long-term commitment to the community and are embedded within the 
community. This also means they are invested in the community’s growth and success.  

You need to build a relationship with people. They know me because I’ve lived here for 

a long time. They know my kids. I went to school here. (University Extension Worker) 

This kind of long-term commitment and continuity is evidenced by the university extension 
worker quoted here, who was a fixture in his community along with his wife and children. 

Immigration to the Midwest 

Confirming some assumptions and anecdotal evidence about the choice to move to the 
Midwest, one of our respondents supplied the following information: 

[My family] mainly wanted to get away from all the gangs and all that environment 
that you typically see in Los Angeles. So my uncle is a pastor here, he was offered to 
be a pastor at the first Hispanic church. Eventually my mom and my uncle got to talking 
and he said that we should come live over here. They have good jobs, the Tyson 
factory. You see a lot of Latinos working in factories. So then they decided to come 
this way to get away from all that stuff. And we already had a family member here so 
it made it that much easier. (Housing Authority Employee) 

Integration is not, however, seamless for Latin American immigrants to the Midwest.   

I came to [a particular city in] Iowa in 1999 and what I found is that people were very, 

I would say, shy or embarrassed or programmed to think less of themselves as 
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indigenous peoples, because [they] remember centuries of dehumanization of 
indigenous peoples, where our spirituality was considered belonging to the devil or our 
language doesn’t amount to being a language, it’s called a dialect, us being less than 
human, centuries of impositions of that way of thinking by powerful institutions 
including the state, including Christianity itself, not just one branch of it, but this 
entire idea that outside of this person Jesus, you cannot be saved. It’s a very, very 
powerful way of destroying who you are, so from there, you don’t really want to be 
called Maya. And what you try to do is become just like someone else. Being Hispanic, 
being Latino is the only thing that you are because anything south of the United States 

is called Latin America. (Community Connector) 

This particular individual did a great deal of work connecting Mexican and Latin American 
residents from indigenous populations like the Maya. In our interview with him, he focused on 
feelings of isolation, misunderstanding, and misidentification.  

Engagement Challenges 

Finally, one concern that emerged was the ability to engage Latin American immigrant 
newcomers. Even the gatekeepers paid to engage with newcomers reported that it was not 
always easy to get them to participate. Although the gatekeepers had many advantages—they 
were bilingual, bicultural, and able to build a community—there were some community 
members who either did not want to participate or did not want to participate consistently. 
Some people would participate in one-on-one activities but not in group activities.  

It’s really hard to reach some people—a challenge, you know? And some people just 
don’t want to participate. (University Extension Worker) 

This serves as a useful reminder that within immigrant communities, and within the same 
ethnic or cultural populations, individual goals, needs, and preferences may greatly differ and 
play a powerful role in determining behaviors.  

Discussion 

As described, three interrelated themes emerged from the interviews: language, cultural 
relevance/applicability, and trust. Additional requirements for gatekeeping that emerged in 

the interviews were also presented. 

In terms of language, interviewees focused on the need for their skills as translators. This 
supports the notion that, in the native tongue, “…education should, and can, be profoundly 
relevant and responsive to local community ways and concerns. …the knowledge that the 
community uses and values on a daily basis” (Trudell, 2012, p. 372). Our gatekeepers played a 
dual role, first as translators of meaning, making sure that languages and terminology were 
appropriate for their users. These language-based services support language use and promote 
trust, enabling immigrant community members to participate in the activities of the host 

community and to navigate the culture more effectively. 

A secondary “translator” role might be considered helping to facilitate the receipt and 
comprehension of messages especially emanating from members of the host community, as 
mediated by the mobile, social web. By serving as a kind of technical support for some members 
of the community, gatekeepers helped to ensure automated messages such as text messages 
were received and could be translated into Spanish using automated means like translator 
apps. In this way, gatekeepers may preemptively mediate communication difficulties. At this 
same time, they clarify that the translation quality will not always be good. In the case of 
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parents with children in schools that communicate through the use of text messages and 
emails, gatekeepers will remind the parents that they have the right to seek more information 

when they need it. 

While the term trust was not used explicitly, the theme of trust was clearly implicit in all 
interviews and became apparent in data analysis as the gatekeepers described their 
interactions with immigrants. The interviewed gatekeepers were active and respected 
community members, and were able to bridge the questions of language and applicability. 
Language skills are basic prerequisites for gatekeepers, and much of their work focuses on 

linguistic and potentially cultural differences. They are unable to work with immigrants and 
the broader community without appearing trustworthy and being part of the community for a 
respectable duration of time (which is referred to as continuity in this article). Additionally, 
their cultural competencies allow them to work with the newcomer community in a way that 
is relevant to its needs.  

As part of developing relationships, the gatekeepers made friends with their immigrant 
community members and became involved with family events. They did not feel that their 
institutional roles precluded social relationships. Most gatekeepers were very social and 
sociable and looked forward to participating in group events, such as family parties and church 

picnics. 

Because their roles as gatekeepers were more specifically oriented toward providing 
information for the benefit of their immigrant communities, they did not feel the need to 
present multiple viewpoints or multiple perspectives. Moreover, most gatekeepers were fairly 
traditional in their viewpoints on issues like drug use or health care. They shared specific 
information that was intended to improve the lives of their communities, as the gatekeepers 
defined it. In this respect, their charges differed from the charges of professional librarians 

seeking to provide unbiased information in accordance with established professional ethics. 6  

Implications for Information Agencies 

Implications for Larger, Well-Funded Information Agencies 

With adequate support, libraries can undertake the gatekeeper role in much the same way as 
our interviewees, keeping in mind that issues of language, cultural relevance/applicability, and 
trust apply equally in these situations. Librarians at larger institutions with funding and support 
might be able to function effectively as gatekeepers directly. Their work should echo that of the 
gatekeepers who were interviewed; that is to say, if librarians wish to engage immigrant 
communities directly, they should ensure that they are linguistically and culturally competent, 
sensitive, and trustworthy. They should be able to create a context and to support immigrants 
in coping with the problems considered relevant and urgent by immigrants themselves, not with 
the problems that members of larger society in general, and librarians in particular, deem 
important. The gatekeeping transaction is primarily unidirectional, with the flow of information 
from the host culture to the newcomer. Librarians should recognize the potential to use this 
relationship for two-way communication, so that underserved populations can be represented 

and better understood.   

In the case of working with immigrant communities, gatekeepers who share a culture will be 
more skilled at communication (Edwards, 2013, pp. 508-9) and will likely be considered the ideal 
librarian intermediary. Hiring librarians or other staff members from the target culture, however, 
may not always be feasible. In the case where it is not, at least two solutions can be explored 

by libraries wishing to work directly with newcomer community members. First, recruiting and 
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hiring staff with linguistic abilities and then supporting their LIS education is one option. Another 
option is to support language and cultural training for current staff. In both situations, the goal 
is to employ librarians or other information professionals who can connect to the community’s 
members both linguistically and culturally.  

Irrespective of their ethnic, linguistic, or cultural profile, librarians should in no way feel obliged 
to act in gatekeeping roles, considering that gatekeeping requirements will take them out of the 
scope of traditional librarianship. Librarians and other information professionals might feel 
uncomfortable if encouraged to engage with communities as individuals rather than in a 

professional capacity. Library staff who understand the functions and roles of gatekeepers and 
who are comfortable committing to them long-term will need to be identified. Those who choose 
to take on the gatekeeping roles and to support applicability and trust should be empowered to 
act for the good of the community. They should not be held to a script or policy that is 
detrimental to the community, such as sending patrons with $20 of library fines to a collections 
agent without offering that patron an alternative way to make restitution for overdue fines. 
Librarians who take on these roles should also be prepared for a long-term time commitment, 
with varying degrees of effort expended throughout that period. Long-term commitments to 
services and programs will promote continuity and should be established as a point of departure 

for anyone wishing to undertake a gatekeeping role. 

Implications for Small Information Agencies 

Gatekeepers who are already working in the community should be considered a primary resource 
for librarians who reach out to newcomers as part of their library mission. In rural locations in 
particular, such as the small communities in the Midwest visited as part of this research project, 
there is little infrastructure to support librarians’ work with immigrants. In the places with staff 
shortages (many of these libraries have only one or two professional librarians, a few para-
professionals, and sometimes volunteers) and no accessible language classes for library staff, there 
is no reason for librarians to reinvent the wheel. The authors of this study, therefore, recommend 
librarians work with known and established gatekeepers. Additionally, librarians should rely heavily 

on input from gatekeepers in considering the needs of linguistically diverse immigrants and the best 
ways to meet those needs. This will inform their approach to collection development, services, and 

outreach activities. 

By focusing on finding and building relationships with gatekeepers, libraries place themselves within 
the circle of trusted institutions which, in the long run, can be ready to support the immigrants in 
relevant and culturally sensitive ways. Gatekeepers can spread the word among their populations 
about the value of library use, and libraries can use gatekeepers in an advisory role to help them 
connect their programs and services to immigrant communities. Barzilai-Nahon (2008) and other 
authors note that gatekeeping, by its nature, is a relationship based on power and politics, which 
may influence what messages are shared. Consequently, libraries may have to use their political 
capital to get their message across. 

In order to effectively address the needs of immigrant communities, libraries and other information 
institutions with limited resources should strive to partner with gatekeepers to provide services. 
Whereas larger libraries, typically found in large urban areas, might be able to engage in sponsoring 
health fairs and setting up sites for free clinics and tax help, smaller libraries can still make a 
meaningful impact on the quality of life of newcomers in their service areas with help from 
gatekeepers. By partnering strategically with gatekeepers who already know the language, 
understand their community’s needs, and have gained the trust of community members, librarians 

can focus on the professional work that traditionally falls under their purview. 
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Conclusion 

The authors’ work with gatekeepers in rural and low-population areas of the Midwest who serve 
Latin American immigrant populations is the first of its kind published in LIS literature. It builds off 
research from Metoyer-Duran (1993) and Chu (1999b), both of whom investigated ethnolinguistic 
gatekeepers in larger cities, and Agada (1999), who investigated African-American gatekeepers in 

another large city, Detroit.  

This study’s findings illuminate the work being done and align with prior gatekeeper research. Most 

notably, the findings indicate that gatekeepers play an important role in helping linguistically 
diverse groups to integrate into the new society and to meet their information needs. There are a 
number of roles that librarians and other information professionals can take on if they are interested 
in adopting a gatekeeper role in their communities. Unlike other researchers in the literature, 
however, the authors of this study expressly suggest that librarians in small communities with scarce 
resources should partner with established gatekeepers rather than attempt to function as 
gatekeepers.  

Endnotes

1 The terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” are widely used in the United States to indicate people 
who have Latin American heritage, and/or whose ancestors emigrated from Latin American 
countries. The terms are acknowledged to be imprecise, as there is great diversity among Latin 
American countries. As this paper is directed toward an international audience, we generally 
use the term “Latin American immigrant,” but the terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” may be used 
in quotations. In our original research, we used the terms “Latino” and “Hispanic,” as these are 
the terms generally employed in the United States.    

2 The term “Spanish-speaking” often refers to one particular trait of the Latin American 
immigrant community: their use of the Spanish language. However, there are Latin American 
immigrants who do not speak Spanish, such as those who come from indigenous communities. 

Spanish-speaking immigrants might also come from areas as diverse as Europe or even Africa. 

3 According to the website for the University of Missouri [MU] Extension 
(http://extension.missouri.edu/about/home.aspx), the University of Missouri, a public 
university located in a largely rural state of the Midwestern U.S. “is a land-grant university, 
meaning it is a part of a [U.S.] federally mandated mission to carry the benefits of university 
research beyond campus [… ]Today, through statewide offices, publications and Web-based 
services, extension faculty in every county of Missouri continue to carry the benefits of MU 
research throughout the entire state” (n.d.). The Extension program, therefore, is the official 
vehicle for contact between the “land grant” public university and the people located 
throughout the state, including in remote, rural areas. There are five land grant universities in 
the states visited as part of this research project (https://nifa.usda.gov/land-grant-colleges-

and-universities-partner-website-directory).  

4 The 211 service is sponsored by the United Way and is available in the U.S. and parts of 
Canada. It is a free and confidential service connecting people with local health and human 
services professionals, with information about addiction prevention, services for veterans, 
support for domestic abuse, help for ex-offenders, etc. For more information about the 211 
website: http://www.211.org/pages/about  
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5 For example, the Missouri Humanities Council has worked to establish the German Heritage 
Corridor. HB1851 was signed by the governor on July 1st, 2016 to designate 16 counties that 
hosted thousands of German newcomers as the corridor: 
http://www.mohumanities.org/events/heritage-tourism/  

6 Further information about professional ethics and the American Library Association’s code of 
ethics, including a link to the Code of Ethics document in English and in Spanish, can be found 
online: http://www.ala.org/tools/ethics  
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