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Foreword

The rapid adoption of the Internet and computing technologies by all sectors of
modern society has made them an indispensable part of our daily work and life.
Access to these resources is taken for granted by public agencies providing
services to the community, by those who conduct business and commerce, and
by those who use them to stay current on public affairs and in touch with their
families and friends on a daily basis. Yet not all individuals have consistent
access to these resources—they may be unable to afford them, they may need
basic training in how to use them, or they may be displaced from their normal
access points.

Fortunately, public libraries have taken on the role as the provider of free public
access to the Internet and computers for those who are not able to gain access
elsewhere, for whatever reason. Whether it’s a business traveler who needs to
check his or her office email when out of town or a homeless person who has no
other means for finding social services to meet his or her needs, all Americans
can count on the public library in their community for access to the Internet and
computers, supported by staff trained to help users be successful in their
interactions. This access has also proven to be critical in times of disaster, where
libraries may be the only access point still operating that can provide a delivery
point for government and social services to those displaced.

To better understand how the provision of free access to the Internet and
computers in public libraries is impacting the lives of individuals, families, and
communities across the United States, the Institute of Museum and Library
Services issued a request for proposals for research targeted at documenting,
describing, and analyzing the use and results of this use in libraries throughout
the nation. The present report outlines the first part of that research, describing
the characteristics of people who use public access computers and Internet
connections, the types of use they engage in, and the impact that use has on
their own lives, that of their families and friends, and the communities they live
in. A second report will follow that examines the effect of library characteristics
and policies on public access computing use and impact, as a first step toward
helping libraries understand how some of their services may be affecting the
overall success of their efforts in providing public access services to their
communities.

The results of this study clearly show that public libraries are a key element of
America’s digital infrastructure, and that large numbers of people are using
libraries’ public access services to meet their needs in health, education,
employment, and other important areas. But it also shows that beyond the
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Internet connections and computers that libraries provide to make this possible,
the one-on-one help and other resources librarians, library staff, and volunteers
provide to the users is an important element in the success of these services.

We are grateful to the Institute of Museum and Library Services and the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation for their support of this project, to our expert
committee for their advice and counsel in shaping the research, to the Chief
Officers of State Library Agencies for their assistance and enthusiasm in helping
make the fieldwork possible, to the libraries across the country that donated
their time and effort to help with data collection, to our research partners who
helped with the design and analysis of the data, to the students who worked
diligently in the field and the office, and to all the library users who took the
time to complete our surveys and interviews.

We hope that this report and its forthcoming companion will be useful for
libraries as an aid in informing the public of the value of their free public access
services, and that funders and policy makers will find the results of interest as
they consider future efforts in this area. Public libraries have become an
essential part of the fabric of access to the Internet and computers in this
country, and we believe the results of our research show that the impact of
these services is well worth the investment of public dollars and resources to
make this possible.

Mike Crandall, MLIS
Co-principal investigator

Karen Fisher, PhD
Co-principal investigator

Samantha Becker, MLIS, MPA
Research manager
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Executive Summary

Over the past decade and a half, free access to computers and the Internet in
U.S. public libraries evolved from a rare commodity into a core service. Now,
people from all walks of life rely on this service every day to look for jobs, find
health care, and read the latest news. As the nation struggled through a historic
recession, nearly one-third of the U.S. population over the age of 14 used library
Internet computers and those in poverty relied on these resources even more.

This study provides the first large-scale investigation of the ways library patrons
use this service, why they use it, and how it affects their lives. A national
telephone survey, nearly 45,000 online surveys at public libraries, and hundreds
of interviews reveal the central role modern libraries play in a digital society.

The library’s role as a technology resource and training center has exploded
since 1996, when only 28 percent of libraries offered visitors access to the
Internet. Today, almost all public library branches offer visitors free access to
computers and the Internet, thanks to a sustained effort by federal, state, and
local governments; private philanthropy; and the work of librarians. Until now,
though, there has been no systematic study that provided a national picture of
how people use this important community resource.

Internet access is now one of the most sought after public library services, and
it is used by nearly half of all visitors. Over the past year, 45 percent of the 169
million visitors to public libraries connected to the Internet using a library
computer or wireless network during their visit, even though more than three-
quarters of these people had Internet access at home, work, or elsewhere. The
widespread use of these services by people of varying age, income, and
experience is an indication of the unique role that public libraries play in the
evolving digital landscape. Public libraries stand out as one of the few
community institutions that can address the computing and information needs
of all kinds of users, from seniors who have never touched a keyboard to young
entrepreneurs launching a new eBusinesses strategy.
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Chart 1: Library users and public library access users as a percentage of the
U.S. population 14 years and older
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Library Internet
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Libraries offer a technological lifeline to children and families in need.
Although many different types of residents use public library computer and
Internet services, libraries appear to be particularly effective in addressing the
needs of families who still lack access elsewhere. But for libraries, millions of
Americans would not have reliable Internet access in a digital age when a
connection is often needed to complete school assignments, apply for jobs, or
secure government services. Overall, 44 percent of people in households living
below the federal poverty line (522,000 a year for a family of four) used public
library computers and Internet access. Among young adults (14—24 years of age)
in households below the federal poverty line, 61 percent used public library
computers and Internet for educational purposes. Among seniors (65 and older)
living in poverty, 54 percent used public library computers for health or wellness
needs.

People of all ages, incomes, races, and levels of education go to the library for
Internet access, whether they have a connection at home or not. Users turned
to computers at the public library for a wide range of reasons, whether it was
because they did not have access elsewhere, needed faster Internet speed,
wanted technical help from a librarian, competed for access to a computer at
home, or simply wanted to work somewhere more peaceful and inviting than a
crowded coffee shop or a hectic unemployment office.
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The chart below displays the different age categories of public access users, as a
percentage of all users. Overall, youth (between 14 and 24 years old) make up a
quarter of all users. However, the distribution is not heavily skewed toward
youth. There is a strong representation of users from youth to seniors. The
second and third largest groupings of users are people in their middle years (45—
54) and seniors older than 65, respectively.

Chart 2: Public library Internet users by age as a percentage of all users
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Technology draws teens to the library. Young adults were among the most
active, with nearly half of the nation’s 14 to 18 year olds (an estimated 11.8
million users) reporting they used a library computer during the last year, and
one quarter did so once a week or more. One of the most common uses of
library computers reported among these teenagers was to do homework.

Overall, people use library computers to perform both life-changing and
routine tasks. Regardless of income, patrons relied on library computers to take
fundamental steps in their lives. For example, they used these resources to find
work, apply to college, secure government benefits, and learn about critical
medical treatments. They also used library computers to connect with family
and friends, plan family outings, manage bank accounts, apply for permits, start
local clubs, and read the daily newspaper.

In extreme conditions, people turned to public library Internet terminals when
they had nowhere else to go. In the wake of natural disasters, such as
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Hurricane Katrina, public libraries were often some of the last remaining places
where people could search online for housing and FEMA aid.

Patrons use library computers to help others in their community. Apart from
addressing their own computing needs, nearly two-thirds of library computer
users (63 percent) logged on to help others. Fifty-six percent reported helping
friends or family with health matters, 46 percent helped find information on
education and learning opportunities, and 37 percent helping friends or family
find employment or career information. An estimated 48 million people
reported using library computers and Internet access to helping their friends,
family, coworkers, and even strangers with a wide range of problems, from
resolving tax questions to finding medical equipment.

Public libraries provide access to government agencies that now offer many
forms and services online. More than 26 million people used public library
computers to get government or legal information or to access government
services. Of these, 58 percent downloaded a government forms, such as Social
Security paperwork, tax forms, and Medicare enrollment documents. Nearly
half of these people wound up submitting a government form using a library
computer. When it came to government services, the vast majority who sought
help from government officials over a library’s Internet connection (84 percent)
reported they received the help they were seeking.

Public libraries are extensions of the nation’s education system. Another
important use of computers at public libraries was to further one’s education.
More than 32 million visitors reported using library computers for a variety of
educational activities: doing their homework, searching for and applying to GED
and graduate programs, completing online courses and tests, and even applying
for financial aid. More than half of library patrons who used library computers
to seek financial aid received funding.

Librarians enhance the computing and Internet experience. The availability of
the Internet at the library coupled with the vast number of online transactions
has expanded the librarian’s job and mission, creating a new set of
opportunities and service challenges. Librarians have begun serving as informal
job coaches, college counselors, test monitors, and technology trainers for the
growing number of patrons navigating government aid, the job market, and all
levels of education on library computers.

Many librarians have embraced this change as a natural extension of their role
as highly trained information guides. They now offer beginning and advanced
computer classes, host job training seminars, and provide countless patrons
one-on-one computer training. Overall, two-thirds of people who used library
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computers received help from library staff or volunteers on computer or
wireless network issues.

Key Uses of Library Computers

The study explored eight areas where people reported using library computers
in the past 12 months: education, employment, health and wellness, accessing
government and legal services and information, participating in community life,
managing household finances, entrepreneurship, and building and maintaining
social connections. The most commonly reported use was social connection,
which included connecting with family and friends, finding support for an issue
or problem, as well as leisure activities such as watching videos, pursuing
hobbies, or maintaining blogs and personal websites.

Library patrons reported using computers and the Internet to address a range of
basic needs. The three most common uses were: education (42 percent),
employment (40 percent), and health (37 percent). The sections below highlight
report statistics for the largest use areas.

Chart 3: Rank of Library Internet Use by Subject Area
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Social Connections

e Sixty percent of the public access computer users reported using
library resources to maintain person connections. Among these
users, 74 percent reported using library computers to connect with
friends or family, 66 percent communicated with family or friends in
the local community, and 35 percent reported connection with
family outside of the United States.
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A Fayetteville, Arkansas, user talked about growing closer to his
family using library computers: My mother, sister and father—I’'m
12 hours away from anyone who could claim me as kin. They benefit
from hearing that their son is still alive. | have more time to chat
with my sister, we catch up when | don't have that much time during
work hours. I’'ve grown quite close to my sister because of those silly
computers.

Education

Forty-two percent of the library computer users (an estimated 32.5
million people) leveraged the library technology resources to help
them achieve their educational goals. For example, nearly 37
percent of these users relied on library computers to learn about
college degree or certificate programs.

Youth relied heavily on public library computers and internet
access: 42 percent of 14 —18 year old respondents reported using
library computers to do schoolwork.

Twenty-four percent of the education users reported taking online
classes or worked on online assignments at the library

A principal at an Oakland high school had this to say about the way the local

library addressed his student’s needs: “100 percent of our graduates are

accepted to college...We work with largely disadvantaged and at-risk youth, and

they don’t have computers at home, so they come here to the library. They [the

students] get support here. The librarians help them attain the online and print

materials they need.

Employment

In the study, 40 percent of the respondents (30 million people) used
library computers and internet access for employment or career
purposes.

Among the employment users, 76 percent used a library’s
computers or Internet connection specifically for their search for job
opportunities.

Sixty-eight percent of the users who searched for a job submitted
an application online.

Forty six percent or the employment users used library computers
to work on their resumes.
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Twenty three percent of the employment users obtained job related

training.

A computer user in the Oakland Public Library system summed it up this way:

“You know how the economy is right now. But if you're just out there filling out

applications and walking around, you get so tired and you give up...But in the

library, you can do what would take you a week to do in one day.”

Health and Wellness

Overall, 37 percent of library computer users, an estimated 28
million people, focused on health and wellness issues, including
learning about medical conditions, finding health care providers,
and assessing health insurance options.

Many of these people (83 percent) reported doing research about a
disease, illness, or medical condition; 60 percent logged on to learn
about diet and nutrition; and 53 percent used the library computers
to learn about a medical procedure.

Roughly half of the people who used a public library computer to
find doctors or health care providers reported that they made
follow-up appointments.

Among the people who reported researching diet and nutrition
issues online at the library, 83 percent decided to change their diet.
Among users who searched for exercise and fitness information, 84
percent decided to change their exercise habits.

eGovernment

For more than 26 million users, libraries serve as the neighborhood-
based extension of a government agency, linking users to
government officials, programs, and services.

Among these users, 60 percent logged on to learn about laws and
regulations, 58 percent reported using a library computer to
download government forms, and 56 percent reported logging on
to find out about a government program or service.

Fifty-three percent of these users (over 13 million people) reported
that they sought help from specific government official or agency.
Many of these people found it. Approximately 83 percent of the
people who looked for help from a specific government official or
agency reported that they got the help they needed.
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A Fayetteville Public Library staff member described the support his library
provided to hurricane victims: “One story | remember after Hurricane Katrina—
we’re only an eleven-hour drive north of New Orleans—the hotels were so full,
people just kept coming and there was an older gentleman here. We had him on
a research computer and our staff helped him fill out the FEMA paperwork.”

Community and Civic Engagement

e Many people (33 percent) used library computers to learn about
politics, news, and their community. Among these users, 81 percent
reported keeping up with current events, 80 percent reported
learning about candidates or issues, and 25 percent reported
managing a club or nonprofit organization.

A public library user in Fayetteville, AR: “I watched Obama’s inauguration
here...I couldn’t go to Washington but it still felt like a historical moment
watching it with the community here.”

Personal Finance

e Asignificant number of people (19 million or 25 percent of all public
access users) logged on at their public library for commercial needs
or to manage their personal finances.

e More than one quarter of these people (28 percent) reported that
they did not have Internet access through other means.

e Two out of every five personal finance users (42 percent) were from
low and moderate income households (at or below 200 percent of
poverty).

o The majority of these users reported using library computers for
online banking (62 percent) and 53 percent used the computer for
making purchases online.

e Half of these personal finance users reported paying bills using
library public access computers.

Recommendations

The U.S. IMPACT Study provides compelling evidence for the way in which one
public library service—free computer and Internet access—helps address a wide
range of needs for residents in communities large and small. This report
demonstrates that libraries have been a silent partner in workforce
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development, educational achievement, health information delivery, and
bringing government services to citizens. It also documents the significant public
benefit of investments in library technology and calls on policy makers to
develop and implement coordinated strategies to more fully integrate libraries’
roles in achieving positive public outcomes. The following recommendations
highlight strategies that policy makers could help develop, fund, and implement
to achieve positive policy outcomes. With library resources already stretched,
new policies and mandates should be supported with both new funding and
partnerships.

State and local government should include libraries in comprehensive
broadband deployment and adoption strategies. The national broadband plan
provides an important framework for communities hoping to extend broadband
access to all residents. State and local broadband strategies should account for
the varied ways that libraries address the technology needs of many different
groups in their community, including people who may have access but are in
need of the value-added resources and services that libraries provide.

Business and government agencies should engage libraries in economic and
workforce development strategies. Libraries are a very effective way to reach
job seekers and connect them to employment support services. Partnerships
between libraries, workforce development, and small business development
agencies can strengthen the impact of local economic development efforts by
building broader and more seamless workforce information networks for the
public.

State and local education reform initiatives should partner with and invest in
public libraries to broaden educational opportunities for K-12 students and
adults. Strategic partnerships between schools, nongovernmental organizations,
and libraries can help build stronger educational interventions by marshalling
the resources and capabilities of a variety of community learning institutions
toward a common set of educational goals.

Public and private health officials and organizations should support the public
library as a partner in disseminating health and wellness information and as a
resource for future health communications research. The report provides
evidence that many people are turning to their local library as a resource when
looking for health information and for making important decisions about their
own health and wellness behaviors. Libraries provide access to a health
information seeking public that can be leveraged for targeted health and
wellness campaigns. Hospitals, doctors, public health agencies, insurance
companies, and other health care providers should work with and invest in
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libraries to build a stronger health communications network in urban and rural
communities across the country.

Federal, state, and local government agencies should support libraries as
points of access for eGovernment services. Government agencies are moving a
tremendous amount of information onto the Internet. Given the high use of
public library technologies, particularly among vulnerable populations,
communication strategies developed with public libraries in advance of major
Internet-based initiatives could lessen the burden on local libraries and further
the goals of sponsoring agencies by reaching the broadest possible audience.
The reliance on the public library as an emergency backup to other government
and social agencies also should be considered in distributing emergency aid.

Support technology services that build communities. Respondents of all ages
reported that library technologies helped them connect with family (locally and
around the globe), keep up with current events, and identify volunteer
opportunities. New technology services in libraries have preserved the role of
libraries as the information commons in the 21st century. Local civic and
government organizations should consider ways to promote and support this
vital role that libraries continue to play in the information age.

Conclusion

The wiring of public libraries has transformed one of the nation’s most
established community resources into a critical digital hub, where patrons can
compete more effectively for jobs, improve their health, find key government
services, and manage their finances. Computer and Internet access allow
librarians to go beyond library stacks to connect patrons to all of the resources,
services, and tools available online. In a world increasingly defined by
technology, the public library is one of the widest bridges to the Internet and
computers, not only for those who cannot afford their own connection, but for
those who find the library is an easier, faster, friendlier, or more effective way
to use these tools.

Over the years, libraries have made significant investments to keep pace with
digital developments, but surging demand quickly wears out equipment, taps
available bandwidth, and strains library resources. As resources and services
increasingly migrate online and devour greater bandwidth, more patrons will
need access to fully participate in the digital age. That means libraries will
require more resources, not less, to meet this growing need.

Unfortunately, some states are now cutting library budgets, which puts quality
access in jeopardy. The situation is worsening because the lingering recession
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leads state and local governments to cut library funding and libraries to cut
hours, services, and staff—two developments that will only lengthen the
growing lines of those waiting to use library computers.

This groundbreaking research shows people of all types not only use computers
and Internet lines at the public library, but they rely on this access. The findings
signal this is a moment when federal, state, and local governments should invest
more, not less, in the computing capacity of the nation’s libraries to help
advance a wide range of policy goals.

Methodology

This study’s findings were based on nearly 50,000 completed surveys, including
3176 from a national telephone survey and 44,881 web survey responses from
patrons of over 400 public libraries across the country. Another 319 interviews
were conducted with users, non-users, staff, administrators, funding agencies,
and other community agencies in four case study sites around the country
(Baltimore, Maryland; Fayetteville, Arkansas; Marshalltown, lowa; and Oakland,
California) to provide greater depth to the findings.

In addition to demographic characteristics and general use patterns,
researchers looked at eight different ways people use Internet and computer
resources at libraries in their daily lives: education, employment and
entrepreneurship, health and wellness, accessing government and legal services
and information, participating in community life, managing household finances,
and building and maintaining social connections.

Opportunity for All: How the American Public Benefits from Internet Access at U.S. Libraries | 11



Introduction

Computer technology has become ubiquitous in American society. Without
access to computers and the Internet, people are excluded from many jobs,
government services, educational opportunities, and social networks. To help
ensure all Americans can participate in digital culture, public libraries have been
at the forefront of mobilizing resources to support free access to technology.
Through partnerships with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Institute of
Museum and Library Services (IMLS), and advocacy in their own communities,
virtually all public library systems in the United States have public computers
and Internet access, with an average of seven terminals available for every
10,000 residents (Figure 1). These resources are well used: in 2007, libraries
recorded 357 million sessions on public access computer terminals (Henderson
et al. 2009).

Figure 1: Distribution of library outlets and density of public access computer
terminals by state

Public access termnals per 10,000 residents
W aes.sm

583.877
678775
176058
B 85 -1377 Source: Pubic Libvicas
: Sunvy: Fiscil Yiar 2007
+  Library Outlets mmmmmmmm‘:mm

Computer terminals are only the most visible manifestation of a vast public
information infrastructure in U.S. public libraries that includes Internet access,
digital books, audio recordings, images, databases, electronic reference
services, and the knowledgeable and dedicated staff who maintain these
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resources and help patrons navigate the digital universe. In 2008, two out of
three Americans accessed electronic resources through a public library
computer or website, and one out of three used a public library computer or
wireless network to access the Internet.

Opportunity for All: How the American Public Benefits from Internet Access at
U.S. Libraries is the first installment of a two-part report representing the
findings from four public library case studies, a national telephone survey, and a
web survey administered through 400 U.S. public libraries. This report focuses
on the characteristics of public access computer and Internet users and the
types of activities and outcomes they reported through surveys and interviews.
The second report will address library operational and policy issues and how
they affect the outcomes of public access computing use.

The next section in this report (Section 2) is a review of the role of libraries in
providing access to technology and the Internet to people who have been
excluded from full participation in digital culture. As technology extends into
every facet of daily life, being on the wrong side of the digital divide, even
temporarily, exacts an ever increasing toll on well-being. Using the research
methods described in Section 3, the U.S. IMPACT Study focused on the
contribution public access technology makes toward bridging the divide and
providing the means for accomplishing important tasks.

Using data from the surveys and stories from public access technology users,
librarians, and community stakeholders, Section 4 discusses the reasons users
visit public libraries, followed by an examination in Section 5 of how those users
take advantage of the technology resources provided by those libraries. In
Section 6, a more in-depth look at the characteristics of the users of public
library Internet services is provided.

Section 7 provides a detailed discussion of types of uses and users in the areas
of pursuing educational goals, job seeking and employment-related activities,
learning about health and wellness, accessing government information and
services, participating in community life, managing finances, and building and
maintaining social connections. Section 8 discusses policy recommendations and
Section 9 discusses directions for future research.

The goal of the U.S. IMPACT Study is to help librarians and library staff, policy
makers, community stakeholders, and the public understand who the users of
public library computers and Internet connections are and how the availability
of this important public resource benefits individuals, families, and
communities. The results are provocative, sometimes surprising, and touch
virtually every corner of American life.
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2.1

Background

This study is groundbreaking in the sense that it is the first large-scale
generalizable investigation of the characteristics of patrons who use the
computers and Internet access in public libraries and examines how they make
use of these resources. The research builds on previous studies that have
examined the digital divide, or the effect of lack of access to the Internet, and
how libraries help bridge the gap for underserved populations. It also expands
on and updates previous research concerned with how patrons use public
library technology resources and services.

By reaching large numbers of users, asking more detailed questions about
instrumental tasks performed using library computers, as well as looking for the
outcomes of use, the U.S. IMPACT Study offers a more complete depiction than
has previously been available of the extent of public library technology use and
the benefits of access to technology in public libraries to individuals, families,
and communities. The following brief overview of some of the major results
from previous studies will help set the context for the findings from the present
work.

The Digital Divide

The idea of a digital divide that separated information “haves and have-nots”
was introduced by the U.S. Department of Commerce’s (USDC) National
Telecommunications and Infrastructure Administration (NTIA) in a series of
reports entitled Falling Through the Net. These reports, released from 1995—
2000, extend the concept of universal service from telephone service to
computer and Internet access:

The concept of “universal service” in U.S. telecommunications policy has
traditionally referred to the goal that all Americans should have access
to affordable telephone service. As America has increasingly become an
information society, however, that concept has broadened to include
access to information services. Now that a considerable portion of
today's business, communication, and research takes place on the
Internet, access to the computers and networks may be as important as
access to traditional telephone services. (USDC 1998, § 1
[“Introduction”])

In the decade since the NTIA reports were released, the extent of day-to-day
activities occurring online has grown in every sector, with many activities, such
as submitting job applications and resumes, having moved almost entirely to the
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Internet, making efforts to ameliorate the digital divide even more urgent for
people without access to computers and the Internet. The NTIA reports, along
with other studies, demonstrated that the most persistent digital divides
separate Americans of differing income and education levels, race, and language
(cf. Fairlie 2005; Hoffman and Novak 1998; Lenhart et al. 2000; Liu 1996; Rainie
et al. 2005; Spooner, Meredith, and Rainie 2003; U.S. Government
Accountability Office 2001). Additional divides exist along lines of region or
urbanization, age, and disability (Lenhart et al. 2003; Liu 1996).

Furthermore, there has not been one single digital divide separating people who
do or do not have access to computers and the Internet, but rather a series of
divides that attend the introduction of new technology. The new divides exist in
terms of available Internet bandwidth, quality of computer equipment, and the
ability of users to successfully navigate the Internet to accomplish their goals. As
information technologies advance and greater numbers of people join
telecommunications networks, the increasingly small number of information
“have-nots” will suffer even greater disadvantages (Tongia and Wilson 2007).

Along these lines, a new gap is opening with the rapidly increasing use of mobile
devices for connecting to the Internet. In 2008, a panel of technology experts
surveyed by the Pew Internet and American Life Project predicted that mobile
devices would be the primary means of Internet connection by 2020 (Anderson
and Rainie 2008).

Relieving disparities of access to computers and the Internet is important for a
number of reasons. Several studies have shown at least moderate benefits to
computer access and information technology skills in several categories,
including educational advancement, community participation, access to
government services, and access to health information (Fairlie 2005; USDC
2000, 2002).

Internet access can also provide economic benefits, both indirectly, through
development of marketable technology skills, and directly, through eCommerce.
Goss and Phillips (2002), for example, found that developing Internet skills can
positively affect wages, and Morton, Zettelmeyer, and Silva-Risso (2003)
observed minorities can gain an economic advantage from shopping online,
because the Internet facilitates information search and removes cues to a
consumer' willingness to pay and other characteristics that may disadvantage
them in negotiating offline. The Internet can also benefit people in everyday life
by helping people find information to make major decisions and (potentially) to
increase social capital (Horrigan and Rainie 2006).

Opportunity for All: How the American Public Benefits from Internet Access at U.S. Libraries | 15



2.2

Insofar as there are benefits to Internet access in general, these benefits
increase with broadband access. For one reason, broadband users participate in
more online activities (Horrigan and Rainie 2002). The USDC, in a 2008 report on
broadband access in the United States, identified numerous benefits of
broadband access:

By making it possible to access, use, and share information, news, and
entertainment with ever increasing speed, broadband technology knits
geographically-distant individuals and businesses more closely together,
increases productivity, and enriches the quality of life. In so doing, it
catalyzes economic growth and job creation that, in turn, provide
unparalleled new opportunities for our nation’s citizens. (USDC 2008, i)

Whatever the reason, exclusion from access to computers and the Internet can
have profound repercussions for those on the wrong side of the digital divide.
The NTIA Falling Through the Net reports emphasize the importance of public
access points such as public libraries in providing Internet access, particularly to
disadvantaged groups. The 1998 report, for example, concludes, “Because it
may take time before these groups become connected at home, it is still
essential that schools, libraries, and other community access centers...provide
computer access in order to connect significant portions of our population”
(USDC 1998, § 4 [“Policy Implications”]).

Libraries Bridge the Digital Divide

Public libraries were identified early on as important players in the task of
equalizing computer and Internet access. In 1993, Vice President Al Gore
suggested that public libraries could serve as a “safety net” in providing Internet
access. In his 1994 State of the Union Address, President Clinton declared his
intention “to connect every classroom, every clinic, every library, and every
hospital in America to a national information superhighway by the year 2000”
(McClure, Bertot, and Zweizig 1994, 1).

Public libraries quickly adopted public computer and Internet access as an
extension of their traditional role of providing access to information and
information literacy training. Today, virtually all public libraries provide Internet
access, and the majority are the only provider of free access in their
communities (American Library Association [ALA] 2009; Bertot et al. 2007,
Bertot, McClure, and Jaeger 2008).

Empirical and anecdotal evidence, including that produced by the U.S. IMPACT
Study and included in this report, supports the observation that the digitally
disadvantaged are heavy users of library computers and that libraries have a
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major role in lowering the barriers to digital inclusion. Compared to other public
access providers such as employment centers and cybercafés, the library model
for public access technology stands out because of the presence of librarians
who provide training and assist users in navigating the Internet, thus helping not
only to overcome divides of access, but of computer skills and information
literacy as well.

In addition to the significant investments made by local jurisdictions, several
major external funding initiatives have helped libraries’ investment in public
computer and Internet access. Sustaining access requires ongoing expenditures
to support software and hardware upgrades, increased bandwidth and
connection speeds, continuous staff time and skills training, and maintenance of
open hours, all without shifting funding away from the other services or
activities that libraries provide and communities depend on.

As seen in Figure 2, from 1998 to 2006 the average number of public access
computer terminals in public libraries grew by more than 300 percent. To a
lesser extent, this mirrors the growth in library visits and circulation of books
and other materials. However, although demand for library computers is high
and continues to grow, since 2001 the number of librarians available to assist
patrons has not grown at the same pace as the rapid increase in visits,
circulation, and availability of public access computers. Further, the number of
hours libraries are open has remained flat or in some years fallen. Supporting
these observations further, the latest Public Library and Internet Study for the
American Library Association (Clark et al., 2009, p. 8), shows that 81 percent of
libraries cite insufficient availability of workstations, time limitations are being
placed on the use of work stations, and that 63 percent of libraries rely on non-
professional IT staff or library directors to carry out technical support. (Data
pertaining to these themes were collected as part of the U.S. IMPACT Study and
will be discussed in a second report.)

The Public Library and the Internet studies, which measured public library
connectivity and access, found a leveling off in the number of Internet
workstations per public library outlet beginning in 2002, an “infrastructure
plateau” which is influenced heavily by library size, space limitations, and
technical or telecommunications issues. Many libraries report adding wireless
access rather than new workstations to meet patron demand, although this can
place substantial strain on library bandwidth (Bertot, McClure, and Jaeger 2008;
Bertot and Davis 2007; Davis, Bertot, McClure, and Clark, 2009; McClure, Jaeger,
and Bertot 2007).

Partly fueled by this solution to infrastructure limitations, the proportion of
public libraries providing wireless Internet access grew from 18 percent in 2004
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to over 76 percent in 2008. Library connection speeds have also increased
steadily. Some libraries have even gone beyond providing access inside library
buildings by using computer loans, cybermobiles, or community partnerships to
help their communities access the Internet (ALA 2009; Bertot et al. 2006, 2007;
Bertot, McClure, and Jaeger 2008).

Figure 2: Change in library use and resources since 1998

Longitudinal analysis of Public Libraries Survey data (1998—-2006) suggests that
despite external funding initiatives, overall library funding has not kept pace
with the growth of patron demands or library service provision; while Internet
provision has skyrocketed, operating income, staffing levels, and open hours
have remained flat or increased only moderately. Furthermore, libraries are
depending more heavily on local government sources for operating income, and
less on state and other sources, and spending a smaller portion of operating
expenditures on collections. In short, provision of public access to computers
and the Internet has been a story of libraries stretching their already limited
resources to provide an increasing array of services (Kinney 2009).
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2.3 Previous Findings

Public library computers have become a critical resource for many underserved
populations and for others who do not have access to the Internet and
computers through other means. Several smaller scale studies have investigated
the question of use, with most agreeing that the most frequent activities
accomplished on library computers are email, general web surfing, educational
activities, research, information-seeking, and entertainment (ALA 2007; Bertot
et al. 2006a, 2006b; Curry 2002; Gordon, Moore, and Gordon 2003; Gordon et
al. 2003; Gross, Dresang, and Holt 2004; Heuertz et al. 2002; Martell 2008; Moe
2004; Slone 2007).

Other common uses include job seeking (ALA et al. 2007), social networking
(Curry 2002), activities related to eCommerce and eBusiness (Heuertz et al.
2002), and eGovernment (Bertot et al. 2006a, 2006b; Bertot, McClure, and
Jaeger 2008). Several other noteworthy uses of the Internet in libraries include
word processing and using spreadsheets (Heuertz et al. 2002), learning basic
computer skills (Moe 2004; Gordon, Moore, and Gordon 2003), and printing
documents (Heuertz et al. 2002; McClure, Bertot, and Zweizig 1994).

Several studies have also identified differences in use between social or
demographic groups, some of which are confirmed in the current study. The
Public Access Computing Project (PACP) studies found some differences in use
between users with and without other ways of accessing the Internet: users
with no other access were more likely to use library computers for email,
whereas those with other access were more likely to use the computers for
education, business, and monitoring stocks and bonds (Heuertz et al. 2002).
PACP also observed that low income patrons were more likely to use library
computers for employment-related functions such as job seeking and resume
preparation, and economic downturns have brought greater attention to this
role (Brustein 2009; Gordon, Moore, and Gordon 2003; Gronowska 2009; Saulny
and Cullotta 2009; Yates 2009).

The U.S. IMPACT Study expands on previous research about the types of
information seeking and instrumental tasks most frequently reported by public
access technology users. By asking more detailed questions about types of use
previously reported in other studies and by producing estimates of the extent
and relative distribution of these activities among users, the current study
confirms many previous findings and also provides deeper insight into the
outcomes of public access technology.
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Purpose and Methods

The U.S. IMPACT Study picks up where much of the previously discussed
research leaves off, and makes an important original contribution to the
literature about public access computing and Internet use by seeking out the
users’ perspectives and providing a comprehensive understanding about who
patrons are and what they are doing when they use library computer resources.

The research methods were designed to answer questions about the users and
uses of public library computing services, develop a basis for outcome
evaluation through the development of indicators to demonstrate the impact of
public library computing in multiple policy areas, and to involve the public
library community in the research process.

Purpose

In June 2007, the IMLS articulated the scope of the U.S. IMPACT Study as
follows:

[T]o undertake original research and analysis to identify measurable
indicators of the social, economic, personal, and/or professional value
of free access to computers, the Internet, and related services at public
libraries, and of negative impact where service is weak or absent, and to
provide new, reliable data on the benefits to individuals, families, and
communities of these services and resources at public libraries. (IMLS
2007, 4)

The studies were framed around the following seven specific research
questions, also defined by the IMLS:

1. What are the demographics of people who use computers, the Internet,
and related services in public libraries?

2. What information and resources provided by free access to computers,
the Internet, and related services in public libraries are people using,
across the spectrum of on-site and off-site use?

3. How do individuals, families, and communities benefit (with a focus on
social, economic, personal, and professional well-being) from free
access to computers, the Internet, and related services at public
libraries?

4. What reliable indicators can measure the social, economic, personal,
and/or professional well-being of individuals, families, and communities
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that result from access to computers, the Internet, and related services
at public libraries?

What correlations can be made between the benefits obtained through
access to computers and the Internet and a range of demographic
variables?

What computer and Internet services and resources are lacking at public
libraries that, if provided, could bring about greater benefit?

What indicators of negative impact can be identified where free access
to computers and the Internet is weak or absent?

In addition to answering these questions, the research has been designed to
provide a framework that libraries can use to evaluate their computing services
and to communicate the value of these services with funding agencies,
community partners, and patrons; this framework will be discussed in a
forthcoming report. An online toolkit and supporting resources will also be
available to help libraries make the best use of the results of the research.

Theoretical Frameworks

The U.S. IMPACT Study employed five theoretical frameworks to bring structure
to the research methods and guide our analysis. The five frameworks include:

The Strategic Triangle provided overall guidance for framing the
research questions in terms of showing the value of public access
computing resources to the public (Moore 1995).

The Situated Logic Model, an extension of a typical performance
evaluation logic model, helped connect the research questions to policy
goals to which public access computing resources may contribute
(Naumer 2009).

The Common Outcome Framework guided the identification and
evaluation of candidate indicators (Lampkin et al. 2006).

The Lay Information Mediary Behavior (LIMB) model provided a
framework for measuring the effect of public access computing
resources use on other individuals besides the actual resource users
(Abrahamson and Fisher 2007; Abrahamson et al. 2008).

A concurrent triangulated mixed methods research design guided the
process of validating findings and identifying areas of emergence and
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divergence that may be of interest for future research (Creswell and
Plano Clark 2007).

These frameworks represent a progression from general theoretical guidance
for the conceptualization of the provision of free access to computers and
Internet connections within the public policy arena to the connections between
the research methods employed to examine and discuss the use of these
services in public libraries. Appendix 1 expands on the discussion of these
theoretical frameworks and their role in the research design and analysis of the
data.

Research Methods

Data collection for the U.S. IMPACT Study took place in three concurrent
phases: a nationwide representative telephone survey, a web survey
administered through a sample of U.S. public libraries, and case studies in four
U.S. public libraries. These methods created quantitative data through the
surveys, as well as contextual information on the public library computing
environment and patron behaviors through observations and interviews with
case studies participants. The following section is a brief description of the
major characteristics of each of the methods; more detailed information about
the project methodology is contained in Appendix 2.

Surveys

The telephone and web surveys included some questions that were asked of all
respondents, as well as specific questions about library technology use asked
only of those who had used public computing resources or services in the past
year. Public access computing users were defined as someone who had either
used a computer in a public library to access the Internet or had used a public
library wireless network to access the Internet using their own computer in the
previous 12 months. Both the telephone and web surveys were available in
Spanish.

Telephone Survey

The telephone survey employed a dual frame probability sample of households
that combined a list assisted random digit dialing sample procedure with a cell
phone exchange sample. Calls were placed from April 28, 2009, through August
1, 2009. The final disposition of the telephone survey is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: Telephone survey final disposition

Number of Interviews

Qualified users 1,131

Non-users 2,045

Total complete 3,176
Web Survey

The questions contained in the U.S. IMPACT Study web survey were essentially
the same as those asked of telephone survey respondents with minor
adjustments to accommodate the different platforms. The web survey was
intended to permit a smaller, less costly telephone sample, while extending the
number of users available for analysis. Though Internet-based surveys are still
largely experimental, they offer a promising method of reaching populations
commonly missed in the telephone surveys, specifically homeless persons and
youth, but also lower income persons and others who are more likely to live in
cell phone only households (Blumberg and Luke 2008).

The web survey was administered through 401 public library systems selected
using a stratified random sampling procedure. The final disposition of the web
survey is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Web survey library and interview disposition

Participating Qualified Total Completed
Library Type Libraries Users Interviews
Large (self-representing) 91 19,671 28,263
Multiple outlet systems 153 8,954 12,445
Single outlet systems 76 1,863 2,469
Small systems 47 473 524
Volunteer systems 34 876 1,180
Total 401 31,837 44,881

The sampled libraries were randomly assigned to 1 of 10 two-week fielding
periods beginning in April and running until the second week in June 2009.

Weighting

To reduce the errors introduced as a result of sampling error and non-coverage,
the telephone and web survey data were weighted using a propensity scoring
technique that takes advantage of the telephone survey data as a reference
point for calibration of the web survey. Weights to match national parameters
for gender, age, race, and library use were developed using an iterative
weighting adjustment to balance the distribution of these variables. The
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parameters come from the 2009 Current Population Survey’s Annual Social and
Economic Supplement. The final weights used for the analysis in this report are
a product of the propensity score and the calibration weights. Margins of error
for reported statistics can be found in the Appendix Tables.

Case Studies

In order to provide greater context for interpreting and validating findings, the
following four public libraries participated in case studies:

e Fayetteville Public Library: Single outlet library in Fayetteville, Arkansas
(population 57,491).

o Enoch Pratt Free Library: Multiple outlet library system in Baltimore,
Maryland (population 632,941). In addition to the central building, the
branches studied included South East Anchor and Orleans.

e Marshalltown Public Library: Single outlet library in Marshalltown, lowa
(population 30,353).

e Oakland Public Library: Multiple outlet library system in Oakland,
California (population 431,634). In addition to the central building, the
branches studied included Asian, Cesar Chavez, Eastmont, and
Rockridge.

The case study teams conducted interviews and focus groups with public access
technology users during one-week site visits between March and May 2009. Key
library staff, administrators, board members, as well as representatives of local
government agencies and community service organizations also participated in
interviews and focus groups. Table 3 shows the number and types of interviews
conducted at each site.

Table 3: Case study interview disposition

Qualified Library Community
Users Staff  Stakeholders Total
Fayetteville 41 8 18 67
Enoch Pratt 38 16 6 70
Marshalltown 43 6 16 65
Oakland 42 30 16 88
Total 164 60 56 280

Community stakeholders included local agency staff, policy makers/elected
officials, and staff or volunteers at other community Internet access locations
and were interviewed either individually or in focus groups. Adult public access
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computing users were interviewed individually, whereas youth users aged 14—
18 years were interviewed in focus groups.

All of the case study interviews and focus groups were recorded and later
transcribed. Two types of analysis were applied to the transcripts: the firstis a
traditional qualitative approach to content analysis where transcripts from
administrator and community stakeholder interviews were analyzed and probed
for emergent themes. The second was a directed content analysis which applied
codes derived from the surveys to the public access computing user transcripts.
The directed approach in this study allows the qualitative findings from the case
study interviews and focus groups to inform, validate, and provide critical
context for the quantitative findings of the survey component of the study.
Comments left by survey respondents in open-ended questions regarding other
types of use and suggestions for improvements were also coded using the
directed approach.
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Public Library Visits

“The library is a quiet safe place; it’s a productive place.”
Reese, Oakland, CA

In the previous 12 months, 169 million (69 percent) Americans 14 years of age
and older visited a public library. They also do so frequently: one out of three
Americans 14 years or older (35 percent) visit once a week or more often. Some
of the most striking observations from the U.S. IMPACT Study site visits came
from the recognition of the sheer magnitude and variety of the resources,
services, and materials public libraries provide and the care with which
librarians build their collections to satisfy the needs of their particular patrons.
This dedication to serving local communities is perhaps the reason why public
libraries continue to enjoy high use among the U.S. population.

Overall Public Library Use
Over 69 percent of U.S. residents age 14 or older have visited a public library at least
once in the past 12 months. Library visits are highest among:
e The working poor (earning 100-200 percent of federal poverty guidelines) and
those with income more than 300 percent of the poverty guidelines;
e  People of mixed race, Asians, Native Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders, and Whites;
e 14-18, 35—44, and 65-74 year olds;
e Women; and
e  People with educational attainment beyond high school.

Like many patrons interviewed in the course of this study, Reese a 30-year-old
unemployed college graduate from Oakland, conveyed her appreciation for
having a quiet and safe place for people to visit and engage in productive
activities. Reese explained that she visits a library branch “a bus ride away” from
her home a couple of times a week to browse books, DVDs, pick up fliers about
community events, and, about once a month, to use the library’s computers for
Internet access because they’re faster than the computer she has at home.
During her library visits, Reese also uses the library’s computers to access the
catalog and to request interlibrary loans through the library website. Although
some patrons use the library for more limited purposes, as shown throughout
this report, the research strongly suggests that most patrons are like Reese and
use a full range of library resources.

Approximately 70 percent of people with income between 100 and 300 percent
of the poverty limit for their household size visited a public library in the past
year. Americans whose household income is below the federal poverty limit are
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169 MILLION VISIT A
PUBLIC LIBRARY OR
BOOKMOBILE

86 MILLION GO ONCE
A WEEK OR MORE
FREQUENTYLY

“l was able to borrow
materials to learn
about management,
sales, investing,
retirement, finding a
job, resume
preparation, raising
my child, learning
music, etc.,... | have
the potential to learn

anything | would like
to. | feel more thankful
to my public library

than my alma mater.”

WEB SURVEY COMMENT
CHARLOTTE, NC

less likely to visit the library compared to those in higher income classes
(Appendix Table 1). However, as seen in Table 4, low income people are more
likely to visit public libraries frequently, with 28 percent of people whose
h