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THE NON-USER CONTEXT 
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Poll:  Who is a library non-user?  
1. A baby 

 
2. A dog 

 
3. Someone who has never set foot in the library 

 
4. Someone who hasn’t visited the library in the past year 

 
5. A parent who accompanies a child to the library, but does 

not personally use any library service 
 

6. Someone who accesses the library electronically, but does 
not go to the physical library 
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Why do libraries need to know  
about non-users? 

To develop plans that fit your community: 

 

• Strategic Planning 

 

• Marketing  
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PERILS OF NON-USER RESEARCH 
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Poll:  Has your library tried to convene a  
focus group of non-users? 

What happened?   
 

1.   Standing room only 
 

2.   A decent sized group of 8 to 10 people 
 

3.  Only a few came 
 

4.   No one came 
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Why was the group not well attended?  
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TIPS FOR NON-USER STUDIES 
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How do you find non-users? 
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Where have you gone to find non-users? 
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Places to find non-users …. 



And, make it really convenient for them to 
participate 

Surveys 

• Mail 

 

• Phone 

 

• Online? 

 

 

Individual Interviews 

• In-person 

 

• Telephone 
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Attracting non-users to surveys 

• They complete mail and phone surveys 

– Direct to respondent 

 

– Not too long  

 

– Easy to read  

 

– Convenience rules! 
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Attracting non-users to surveys 

 

• Online tends to be less successful  

– Requires more effort 

 

– Posted on a library website 
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Making online studies more successful  

• Lots of PR 

 

• City/County Website 

 

• Share with departments in local government  

 

• Approach people at commuter stations, show mobile  
version 
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Mail Surveys 

• Almost any size community 

 

• Expect a 10% to 15% return rate 

 

• Publicize it! 
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Reasons for Not Visiting Library 
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Am housebound, ill, don't drvie 
I just moved to Lincolnwood 

Not interested in anything the library offers 
Know little or nothing about the library 

Don't read much 

No materials in my native language 
Poor parking 

Too small 
Limited selection 

Library shortcomings (Net) 

Don't have chldren the right age to go to the library 

No time to go to the Library 

Don't have children 

Don't have a library card 

Get books from other sources 
Buy music CDs or donwload music 
Buy/rent/download DVDs/movies 

Buy ebooks or printed books 
Get info on the internet 

Get materials elsewhere (Net) 

% Non-patrons 
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However, the story changes… 
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Why 54% visit other area libraries 
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Other (quiet study, play area, seating) 

More roomy, spacious 

Facility (Net) 

Better foreign language materials 

For teens 

For children 

For adults 

Better selection of materials (Net) 

% Non-Patrons 
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Other ways to boost participation 

• One-on-one interviews via telephone 

 

• Or, onsite:  library, other locations 
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An often unused benefit of surveys…. 

Contacts for follow-up interviews! 
 
We might be doing some telephone interviews as a follow-up to this mail 
survey. In the interview, respondents will have the opportunity to further 
express their opinions. The interview will run about 10 minutes.  If you 
are interested in participating, please indicate your name and telephone 
number below, and you might be selected randomly to participate.  This is 
strictly optional on your part.  If you do not wish to participate, just leave 
the information blank.  

  
Name ___________________________________   

(Optional) 
Telephone Number ______________________ 
             (Optional)          
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Look in your library, too! 
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Also effective…. 

• A professional recruiting company 

 

• Finds your desired target 

 

• Schedule and confirm the appointments 
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ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 
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Figure out what you want to know! 

One-on-one interviews should be focusing on the whys 
behind non-usage: 

 
• When I say “Shadytown Library” what comes to mind?  What words 

or phrases would you use to describe it?  Any pictures that come to 
mind? 

   
• What do you think the Library provides?  How important is that to 

you? 
  
• If you had to describe a typical Library user, what would you say?  
  
• What keeps you from using the Library?   
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And, ideally ask reactions to ideas for new 
services (aka “concepts”) 

Truism:  Respondents can’t invent services 

 

Action: Show them “concepts” to learn what 
would be of interest and why 
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Example Concept 

 
  

  

The Library is considering purchasing some equipment 

such as video cameras and microphones that would 

allow you to create videos and podcasts.  You could 

borrow this equipment from the Library. There will also 

be software in the Library for public use that will allow 

you to edit video or still photos.   
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SUCCESS STORIES 
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Extreme “go to where the people are” 

 

 

 
As told by Terry Zarsky, Business Services Librarian 

• Library embarked on strategic planning process 

 

• Realized only 1 in 8 residents had library cards 

 

• Goal was to determine why people did not use the 
library 
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Into the community staff went! 
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Key Learning  

• Resident woefully ignorant about many library 
services 

 

• Hours not convenient for residents at some branches 

 

• Many did not have library cards 
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Actions  

• Changed some branch hours – 20% jump in traffic 

 

• Offered library cards at survey location – 80% used their 
new cards 

 

• Significant growth in circulation and uses of databases 

 

• Put signs/posters about unknown library services in 
places people didn’t expect to see them: by the door, circ 
desk 
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All these people walk by the library everyday, 
but don’t come in. Why?” 

 

 

• 20 telephone interviews – about 20 minutes each 

 

• Topics discussed: 

– Reasons for not or infrequently visiting the library 

– Experiences with the library 

– Knowledge of the library’s services 

– Interest in new library services and facilities 
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Key Learning 

• No “standard” non-user or infrequent user 

– Varied reasons for not visiting 

– No “magic bullet” 

 

• Negative experiences created barriers  

 

• Lack of awareness of services 
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Results 

 

 

 

 

 

To promote job and 
career development, 
redesigned computer 
classes 

 

Revamped children’s 
programming to address 
unmet needs 
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Non-Users Don’t Know What They Don’t Know 
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As told by Kathy Dempsey, Libraries Are Essential 



FINAL THOUGHTS 
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So …  

• The purpose is to bring new users into the library.   
ASK: what’s that best way to do that? 

 

• Yes! Major renovations and new buildings bring in 
many new users – 40% + increase in circ.  And most 
of us don’t have that luxury  

 

• But, if you  find out WHY people don’t visit the 
library, you’re sure to identify some improvements 
that will increase usage 
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And finally, if you’ve been successful with  
non-users… 

• We’d love to hear how you obtained info on  
non-users 

 

• What you learned 

 

• And, how you acted on it 
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Contact us and tell us your stories or ask more 
questions! 

Donna Fletcher 

Donna E. Fletcher Consulting, Inc. 

www.librarysurveys.org 

847-432-1972 

defconsult@att.net 

Paula M. Singer PhD 

The Singer Group, Inc.  

www.singergrp.com 

410-561-7561 

pmsinger@singergrp.com 
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