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Libraries Connect Communities 3:
KEY STUDY RESULTS & FINDINGS

Libraries Are Frontline Providers of Online Government and Employment Resources
Millions of Americans without computer and Internet access at home are at a growing disadvantage in their ability to access essential online information – including government services and employment resources. Public libraries help bridge this divide with free computer and Internet access and trained staff to help people gain the skills they need to succeed online.

· 99% of public libraries offer free access to computers and the Internet.
· 71% of public libraries report that they are the only source of free public access to computers and the Internet in their communities.
· Almost two-thirds of libraries (66% up from 44% two years ago) rank job-seeking services one of the most crucial services their library provides in the community. 
· Providing access to government information, such as online tax forms, Medicare applications and unemployment benefits, was ranked the next most crucial service at 61% – up 5%.
· 80% of libraries provide hands-on assistance to patrons for understanding and using e-government resources – up 6% from the previous year.
Libraries Support Patron Technology Use

Public libraries are both an access point and a learning center for many Americans who need training on how to use computers and navigate the Internet. This training is increasingly essential for many Americans to learn or upgrade computer knowledge for new employment opportunities.
· 90% of libraries offer formal or informal technology assistance to library users.

· More than half of urban libraries provide formal technology classes, including basic computer skills, software use and online job-seeking.

· A majority of all libraries offer free online access to: subscription databases such as programs that provide free standardized practice tests like the SAT and GRE (90%); online homework resources (80%); audio content such as audiobooks and podcasts (73%); digital reference (62%); and ebooks (55%). 

Broadband Demand Grows

While 63% of American households had broadband access in 2009, access varies significantly. Households with income less the $20,000 (35%), rural households (46%) and African Americans (45%)
 all lag behind the national average. Computer and Internet services in public libraries are helping bridge the gap for many families at a time when job-training, distance education and media applications demand high-speed Internet connections. Growing demand for these services, in fact, requires that public libraries continue to increase their bandwidth.
· 70% of libraries report Internet connection speeds of 1.5Mbps or faster, up about 3 percent over last year.
· Three times as many urban libraries (24%) as rural libraries (8%) offer Internet speeds greater than 10Mbps. Rural libraries have seen no growth in access speeds greater than 10 Mbps over the past three years.

· 60% of libraries report that their current connection speed is insufficient to meet patron demand some or all of the time; this is true for 71% of urban libraries.

· Wireless is now available in 76% of public libraries, up 10% from last year. While this helps provide more library patrons with Internet access, wireless service often strains already overloaded bandwidth and dramatically slows Internet connection speeds at libraries during high-demand hours.
Library Services Threatened by Funding Losses

At the same time states are reporting double-digit increases in library use, state library agencies and local public libraries reported funding declines in FY2009. These funding declines have the potential to seriously handicap the advances in public computing that libraries have made over the last five years.
· More than half of all states that provide direct state funding to libraries (22 states), report cuts in state funding for public libraries in FY2009.
· 14% of libraries report decreased operating budgets for FY2009.
· For the first time in this multi-year survey, libraries reported a decline in new (less than one year old) public access computers.

Authors: “Libraries Connect Communities 3: Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study” was prepared by the American Library Association; the Center for Library and Information Innovation (University of Maryland) and the Information Institute (Florida State University), September 15, 2009. Please visit www.ala.org/plinternetfundign for a full copy of the report.
Methodology

The study surveyed 5,907 libraries and received 4,303 responses (72.8%). Questionnaires also were sent to the Chief Officers of State Library Agencies (COSLA) and anecdotal responses were collected from focus groups and site visits in Indiana and Wisconsin.
Report Sponsors: The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (www.gatesfoundation.org), American Library Association (www.ala.org) 
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