
U.S. public libraries provide critical access to Internet services

Libraries serve a unique and important role in providing free access to all types of information and

telecommunications services. This is especially true for people without Internet services at home or at

work. The demand for such services has increased significantly with ever-growing need for access to

digital and online information – including e-government, continuing education and employment

opportunities. In fact, research from the Young Adult Library Services Association and the Pew

Internet & American Life Project suggests this need will only continue to grow since young adults

make up one of the most dedicated groups of library users and demand more and typically faster

access to information.
1

Nearly all of America’s 16,604 public library buildings offer free public access to computers, to the

Internet and to trained staff equipped to help library users gain technology skills and find the

information they need for school, work and more. This public service provides a critical source for

millions of Americans as more than 71 percent of public libraries reported in a 2008-2009 study that 
they are the ONLY provider of free access to the Internet in their community.

2

Just as there are millions of titles available in print in our libraries, the range of Internet-based services

offered is quite diverse.  Most libraries (89.6%) subscribe and provide free access to databases

that support education (like biographies, encyclopedias and test preparation materials), business (like

Standard & Poor’s and the Wall Street Journal) and life interests (like the very popular genealogy

resources). This licensed content, or “hidden Web,” is the most frequently offered service in U.S.
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public libraries, followed by homework resources (79.6%), digital reference (62.4%), e-books
(55.4%), and audio content such as podcasts (72.9%) (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: PUBLIC LIBRARY OUTLETS PUBLIC ACCESS INTERNET SERVICES

INTERNET SERVICES Urban Suburban Rural Overall

Digital reference/Virtual reference
75.1%

(n=2,059)
70.8%

(n=3,601)
52.5%

(n=3,992)
62.4%

(n=9,726)

Licensed databases
96.6%

(n=2,648)
95.2%

(n=4,839)
83.4%

(n=6,461)
89.6%

(n=13,948)

e-books
79.4%

(n=2,176)
64.1%

(n=3,261)
41.2%

(n=3,191)
55.4%

(n=8,629)

Video conferencing
9.0%

(n=246)
4.7%

(n=237)
6.0%

(n=465)
6.1%

(n=948)

Online instructional courses/tutorials
52.1%

(n=1,427)
44.2%

(n=2,246)
39.6%

(n=3,072)
43.3%

(n=6,745)

Homework resources
90.5%

(n=2,480)
83.4%

(n=4,242)
73.3%

(n=5,683)
79.6%

(n=12,406)

Audio content (e.g., podcasts,
audiobooks, other)

84.1%
(n=2,305)

77.6%
(n=3,948)

65.8%
(n=5,098)

72.2%
(n=11,351)

Video content
63.4%

(n=1,738)
52.8%

(n=2,687)
46.2%

(n=3,578)
51.4%

(n=8,003)

Digitized special collections (e.g.,
letters, postcards, documents, other)

65.9%
(n=1,805)

35.0%
(n=1,781)

26.3%
(n=2,035)

36.1%
(n=5,621)

Aside from the above resources selected and brokered by public libraries, library users also

increasingly take advantage of library computers for bandwidth-intensive applications like distance

education and multimedia news sources. Together, these Internet services require public libraries to

continually upgrade their technology infrastructure (computers, high-speed Internet access, wireless)

technology service offerings (Web sites, licensed resources, training), and buildings (space, wiring).

Libraries are essential to ensuring access to educational, entrepreneurial and employment resources.

For instance, a National School Boards Association study found that nearly all school districts 

(96%) say that at least some of their teachers assign homework requiring Internet use.
4
 And less 

than 44% of retailers accept in-store applications.
5
 Government agencies also increasingly require

individuals to go online for critical services and resources.
6
  To meet this growing community

demand, public libraries require reliable, affordable and high-quality Internet access.
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“I was able to use the Internet for research and actually wrote and
printed the business plan using (library) software. The library was
basically my office for three weeks,” a North Carolina businessman
who now employs 135 people.

Library Internet access speeds are improving,

but often fall short of patron needs

Like residential and business Internet subscribers, U.S. public libraries have worked over the past 15

years to move from dial-up to high-speed Internet access. In 2008, 3.4% of libraries reported Internet 
speeds less than 256kbps, compared with 21.1% in 2004. Almost 45% of libraries, in fact, now have
achieved access speeds greater than 1.5 Mbps (or T-1). 
 

Figure 2: Public Library Outlet Maximum Speed of Public Access Internet Services by
Metropolitan Status and Poverty

Metropolitan Status Poverty Level
Maximum Speed

Urban
Suburba

n
Rural Low Medium High

Overall

Less than 128kbps
2.4%

(n=114)

5.1%

(n=371)

3.2%

(n=398)

4.8%

(n=107)
*

3.4%

(n=505)

257kbps - 768kbps
3.2%

 (n=87)

5.8%

 (n=276)

13.7%

 (n=994)

9.4%

 (n=1,159)

8.5%

 (n=189)

5.5%

 (n=9)

9.2%

 (n=1,357)

769kbps – 1.4mbps
3.9%

 (n=105)

7.8%

 (n=373)

12.2%

 (n=886)

9.7%
(n=1,195)

7.6%

 (n=169)
*

9.3%

 (n=1,364)

1.5 Mbps (T1)
26.9%

 (n=723)

27.2%

 (n=1,297)

23.8%

 (n=1,733)

24.9%
(n=3,065)

28.7%

 (n=638)

30.7%

 (n=50)

25.5%

 (n=3,753)

1.6mbps - 3.0mbps
8.0%

(n=216)

9.5%

(n=450)

11.1%

(n=805)

10.0%

(n=1,227)

10.5%

(n=234)

5.5%

(n=9)

10.0%

(n=1,470)

3.1mbps - 6mbps
14.0%

 (n=375)

11.6%

 (n=551)

10.0%

 (n=727)

11.4%
(n=1,400)

10.2%

 (n=226)

17.1%

 (n=28)

11.2%

 (n=1,654)

6.1mbps - 10mbps
16.5%

 (n=442)

15.7%

 (n=746)

5.9%

 (n=432)

11.0%

 (n=1,352)

10.8%

 (n=240)

16.5%

 (n=27)

11.0%

 (n=1,619)

Greater than
10mbps

23.9%

 (n=641)

12.4%

 (n=592)

7.9%

 (n=571)

11.8%
(n=1,456)

14.1%

 (n=314)

20.9%

 (n=34)

12.3%

 (n=1,804)

Don’t Know
2.8%

 (n=76)

7.6%

 (n=361)

10.3%

 (n=752)

8.7%
(n=1,076)

4.8%

 (n=107)

3.7%

 (n=6)

8.1%

 (n=1,189)

Weighted missing values, n=1,274   Key: * : Insufficient data to report

At the same time, however, public libraries are responding to increased demand and expectations for

free wireless (wi-fi) access. More than three-quarters of all libraries now offer wireless access, up from

54% only two years ago. Another 9.2% of connected public libraries planned to provide wireless access
within the next year.
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Figure 3: Public Access Wireless Internet Connectivity in Public Library Outlets

AVAILABILITY OF PUBLIC ACCESS
WIRELESS INTERNET SERVICES

Urban Suburban Rural Overall

Currently available
83.0%

(n=2,276)
81.9%

(n=4,153)
70.5%

(n=5,482)
76.4%

 (n=11,911)

Not currently available, but there are plans
to make it available within the next year

8.1%
 (n=233)

7.6%
 (n=385)

10.7%
 (n=829)

9.2%
(n=1,437)

Not currently available and no plans to
make it available within the next year

8.9%
 (n=244)

10.5%
 (n=532)

18.8%
 (n=1,464)

14.4%
(n=2,240)

Weighted missing values, n=296

Expanded wireless access, combined with increasingly interactive, graphics-heavy and multimedia

Internet services place a heavy burden on the public library’s Internet access.  A majority (59.6%) of

public libraries report that the speed of their public access to the Internet is insufficient to meet the

needs of library users and staff some or all the time. In short, the ability of public libraries to maintain
 high- quality public access Internet services is diminishing due to the inability of libraries to keep
up with the demand of bandwidth-intensive services and resources. And libraries, in an attempt to provide
more public access by adding wireless service that shares the same connection with the library's public
computers, are actually exacerbating the situation - the more computers that share a connection, the less
bandwidth each computer receives.

 “The demand for bandwidth is accelerating well beyond the capacity
of our current broadband networks”
                                    – A Blueprint for Big Broadband.7

Urban/suburban/rural communities face different Internet

connectivity challenges

A clear and consistent finding from the Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study is that

there is unequal quality of public access to the Internet among libraries.  The findings indicate that

location, availability, and competitive pricing are key factors that affect a public library’s ability to

provide high-quality public access to the Internet.

                                                  
7
 Windhausen, John. A Blueprint for Big Broadband. January 2008.
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Unequal Access

Not all public libraries have similar Internet access.  In breaking down the technology infrastructure,

connectivity speed, and wireless access figures, an immediate divide emerges between urban and

suburban libraries and rural libraries.  In general, rural public libraries offer lower speeds of

connectivity, fewer public access workstations, and less wireless access. Moreover, rural public

libraries are substantially less likely to increase their connection speeds due to costs and the fact that

their current connection speeds are the maximum available to them as compared to suburban and

urban libraries. And the same time, urban and suburban public libraries are more likely to indicate that

their connection speeds are inadequate to meet patron demand than rural libraries.  To appreciate these

differences, one needs to understand the service context of urban and suburban libraries as compared

to rural libraries:

• Not surprisingly, urban and suburban libraries – which serve a greater volume of users – offer more

public computers (an average of 18.7 and 12.7, respectively) as compared to rural libraries (an

average of 7.6);

• 83% of urban libraries and 81.9% of suburban libraries offer wireless access as compared to

70.5 % of rural libraries;

• Of the urban libraries that offer wireless access to the Internet, 31.5% share the public Internet

access connection; of the suburban libraries that offer wireless access, 41.7% share the public

access Internet connection; and of the rural libraries that offer wireless access, 64% share the

public access Internet connection;
8

• Urban and suburban libraries are more likely to offer advanced Internet-based services such as

digital reference, licensed databases, e-books, audio content, and digitized collections than rural

libraries (see Figure 1 for more detail).

In short, the service context and demand in urban and suburban libraries are quite different than rural

libraries and thus require different consideration in terms of public access Internet and computers.

“At one time, we would have said a T-1 was just the world, but it just
changes too fast. We went from a T-1 to two T-1s to three T-1s to
now 15Mbps,” said a suburban library director in Indiana.

Cost and Availability

Libraries identify cost and availability as key issues in their ability to increase their public access

Internet connectivity.  Again, there are key differences between urban, suburban and rural libraries:

                                                  
8
 Though oversimplified, if 10 computers share a T1 (1.5Mbps), each receives roughly 1500kbps; if 20 share the

same T1, each receives 150kbps.  The more computers, the less bandwidth each computer has, thus slowing down

the ability to access content.
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• Rural libraries face two key challenges to increasing their Internet connection speeds – cost and

availability of higher connection speeds. One in three (30.9%) rural libraries report they are already

at the maximum available connection speed.

• Urban and suburban libraries also indicate cost as a factor, however, urban and suburban libraries

have more ready access to higher connectivity speeds and are more likely to indicate that they have

plans to increase their connection speed.

It is important, therefore, to look beyond the aggregate data and assess the service context in which

public libraries offer their public access to the Internet and public computer services.

Libraries face unique challenges in meeting demand for

high-speed Internet access

There is widespread recognition of the importance of high-speed Internet access (generally referred to

as broadband
9
). As the Chairman of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), Kevin Martin,

notes (2006):

Broadband technology is a key driver of economic growth. The
ability to share large amounts of information at ever-greater speeds
increases productivity, facilitates commerce, and drives innovation.
Broadband is changing how we communicate with each other, how
and where we work, how we educate our children, and how we
entertain ourselves. Broadband is particularly critical in rural areas,
where advanced communications can shrink the distances that
isolate remote communities.

In 2008, the FCC changed its definition of broadband from 200kbps (kilobits per second) in either

direction to download speeds between 768Kbps and 1.5Mbps (“Basic Broadband”). Although this is

an improvement over the previous definition, it remains problematic in the public library context for a

variety of reasons:

• The definition, applied across all contexts of service provision, is based on residential broadband

access in which there is likely one computer or two computers sharing the connection.

• The definition does not consider a public access context in which there is continual use of the public

Internet access connection by multiple library users.  There is a need to consider a public access

context definition of broadband.

                                                  
9
  High-speed Internet access or “broadband” allows users to access the Internet and Internet-related services at

significantly higher speeds than those available through “dial-up” Internet access services. (FCC, 2006; available

at http://www.fcc.gov/cgb/consumerfacts/highspeedinternet.html).
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• The definition does not distinguish or promote differentiation in the telecommunications market.

The telecommunications regulatory framework dictates how the telecommunications industry

supplies broadband, focusing primarily on either commercial or residential entities. Thus, pricing

structures reflect this dichotomy.  Indeed the E-rate, which offers schools and libraries discounts on

telecommunications services, offers these discounts on the lowest available commercial rate.  The

public library is neither residential nor commercial, and both the regulators and telecommunications

providers need to consider a separate market and pricing structure for libraries.

The American Library Association continues to advocate for the needs of libraries as providers of

public access to the internet before the FCC and other federal policymakers.

 “Seven out of our 10 sites have a 10Mbps full duplex Internet
connection, and it’s still not fast enough.  Very rarely in the private
sector do you even have a business that has maybe 500 to 1,000
PCs on a local network – where you have more than 50 actively
hitting one Internet connection at one time.  When you have 50 to 60
computers slamming that connection at one time, it’s a major traffic
jam.” Pennsylvania librarian

Conclusion

Millions of Americans depend on America’s public libraries for free access to computers, the Internet

and the world of resources available online. Whether completing a college degree through distance

education, getting homework help, applying for Medicare drug benefits or researching and writing a

business plan, providing high-quality access to the Internet is critical to meeting the diverse

information needs of Americans in communities large and small.

As online services and programs become more sophisticated, the need for higher access speeds for all

libraries in all communities – large and small – grows.
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