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U.S. Public Libraries

Innovative services continue 
despite continuous budget cuts

OVERVIEW
Libraries continue to transform lives by providing critical services and innovative solutions to information access, 
in spite of years’ worth of consecutive and cumulative budget cuts. More Americans than ever are turning to their 
libraries for access to essential technology services not found elsewhere in their communities, including free com-
puter and Internet access, technology training, and assistance with job-seeking and e-government services.

Strategic vision and careful man-
agement have helped U.S. public 
libraries “weather the storm” of 
the Great Recession, supporting 
their role as a lifeline to the tech-
nology resources and training 
essential to building digitally 
inclusive communities that enable 
full participation in civic life and 
in the nation’s economy.

The successes and challenges 
faced by U.S. public libraries 
are outlined in the 2012 Public 
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Library Funding & Technology Access Study1, produced by the American Library Association (ALA) and the 
Information Policy & Access Center (iPAC) at the University of Maryland. The Study finds that:

 + Virtually all public libraries provide public access to the Internet, and 91 percent offer Wi-Fi.

 + More than 90 percent of libraries offer formal or informal technology training, and 36 percent 
of libraries report increased use of library technology training over the previous year.

 + For the third consecutive year, libraries report that services for job-seeking and e-government 
remain the top-rated Internet services.

 + E-books are offered by 76 percent of libraries, and 39 percent provide e-readers for check-out.

 + In FY2012, 57 percent of libraries report flat or decreased operating budgets, while at the 
same time, 60 percent of libraries report increased use of public Internet computers.

INTERNET ACCESS 
(Computers & Broadband)
According to the  National Telecommunications and Information Administration’s report Exploring the Digital 
Nation: Computer and Internet Use at Home2, roughly 40 percent of U.S. households do not have broadband or 
another form of high-speed Internet services, while 30 percent of households have no Internet access at all. This 
is especially significant, considering that more than 62 percent of libraries reported that they are the only provider 
of no-fee public access to computers and the Internet in their communities. 

As more and more services are 
becoming available exclusively 
online, Internet access provided 
by public libraries is increasingly 
crucial for the American people. 
Over 60 percent of libraries re-
ported that they saw an increase 
in public use of computers and 
Wi-fi over just the last year. As the 
demand for these services have 
gone up, however, many librar-
ies are struggling to meet this 
need, with 65 percent of libraries 
reporting they have insufficient 
public computers to meet patron 
demand.  

U.S. Public Libraries: 
Sole community provider of free access 
to computers and Internet 

rural

urban

suburban

Percentage of libraries reporting 

70%

41%

60%

The Lisle (IL) Public Library has introduced restaurant-style buzzers to alert patrons when a computer becomes 
available. This allows the patron to take advantage of other library services while waiting their turn.
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Public libraries are trying to 
keep pace with patron demand 
for Internet access by making 
continuous improvements to 
bandwidth speeds. Challenges 
to the provision of high-speed 
Internet connectivity are lack of 
funding and often lack of avail-
ability.

Hundreds of communities have 
received an expansion of library 
services through funding from 
the federal Broadband Tech-
nology Opportunity Program 
(BTOP). The state of Idaho is 
a perfect example. In the 2012 
Study, 70 percent of libraries in the state reported that they were the only free public Internet access points 
in their communities, but that they were also ill-equipped to meet the demand for services. As the unem-
ployment rate in Idaho increased 150% between 2008 and 2011, more people turned to their public libraries 
for job search resources and assistance, and computer skills training. With the receipt of a $1.9 million BTOP 
grant, 40 percent of Idaho’s libraries are now able to increase their bandwidth and the number of public 
computers. The grant also provided for new online resources for the statewide database portal, that include 
an online video encyclopedia and LearningExpress, which provides tools for test preparation and skill build-
ing for students of all ages.

JOB SEARCH AND 
E-GOVERNMENT SERVICES
Reflecting stubborn unemployment statistics, for the third consecutive year, libraries report services for job seekers 
as the most important public Internet service. Every day, more than 300,000 Americans get job seeking help at 
their local public libraries. Services for job-seekers include:

 + Over 92 percent of libraries provide access to job databases and other online job resources.
 + A majority (76 percent) of libraries help patrons complete online job applications 

(an increase of 10 percent from two years ago).
 + A third of libraries collaborate with outside agencies or individuals to help patrons seek or 

attain employment.

The Arlington Heights (IL) Memorial Library has been able to expand services for job seekers through the support 
of community partners such as the Rotary Club, which has given the library grants totaling $8,000 since 2010. 
The wide range of resources and services includes instruction on using social media for job search, and access 
to webcams for video conferences and online classes. Twice a week a professional consultant is on site to review 
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résumés, with appointments booked up to a month in advance. The local Chamber of Commerce recognized the 
library as the 2011 Business of the Year for its invaluable contributions to the business community. 

The Cameron Village Regional Library in Raleigh, North Carolina partners with the Capital Area Workforce 
Development Board to serve as a JobLink access point. A public-private venture that focuses on economic devel-
opment through an educated and skilled workforce, AmeriCorps Employment Advisors are at the library twice a 
week to assist patrons with job searches, resume writing, and interview preparation. 

Increasingly, as government agencies close satellite offices, communities turn to the public libraries for access to 
e-government resources, and assistance with requests such as filling out forms for Social Security and Medicare, 
filing court petitions, and downloading W-2 forms. More than 96 percent of libraries report providing assis-
tance with e-government services, an increase of nearly 16 percent from last year. 

A perfect example of the central role that libraries can and do play in e-government support is the Hartford 
Public Library. Their “end to end” immigration services/citizenship program provides free instructional 
courses to help newcomers make the transition to America, with classes on the citizenship exam, English 
language classes, as well as computer and technology courses specifically designed to help learn how to 
navigate e-government websites and access services. The library also serves as a passport service center.

DIGITAL LITERACY & 
TECHNOLOGY TRAINING
In an information and Internet-driven 
age, where information, services, and 
resources are increasingly only available 
online, digital knowledge and skills gain 
increasing importance. Beyond Internet 
access, public libraries play an essential 
role in boosting their patrons’ technol-
ogy proficiency and digital literacy skills. 

Most public libraries offer technology 
training, with 83 percent offering informal 
point-of-use assistance and 44 percent 
offering formal technology training 
classes. Libraries report continued high 
demand for training from those that lack 
basic computer skills: seniors who need 
to order medications online; truck drivers required to renew their commercial driver’s license online, or dis-
placed manufacturing workers who need to apply for jobs online. The top requested classes include: 

 + Basic computer skills (e.g., how to use the mouse or keyboard, printing)
 + Introduction to Internet use (e.g., e-mail set-up, web browsing)
 + General software use (e.g. word processing, spreadsheets, presentations)

Public libraries provide the 
digital resources and training 
essential to full participation in the nation’s economy.

76%

help patrons 
complete online 
job applications 

of libraries provide 
formal or informal 

technology training 

help patrons apply 
for or access 

e-government services
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Libraries are developing new and innovative ways to help individuals acquire the resources and training criti-
cal to advancing their digital skills. The Athens (GA) Regional Library System has enhanced its public training 
with the creation of a remote interactive training program using the WebEx platform. Students of all ages can 
either attend a class at the library, or they can attend one online through their computer at home. 

CREATIVE TECHNOLOGY 
INCUBATORS 
Libraries continue to encourage innovation in the American population, particularly in our youth. One way 
that libraries are doing this is through the implementation of digital media labs. The Chicago Public Library’s 
YOUmedia is a pioneering learning space designed to inspire collaboration and creativity. Teens can access 
a variety of media creation tools and software, all of which allow them to stretch their imaginations and their 
digital media skills. Working both in teams and individually, teens learn how to use a variety of technology and 
digital equipment, including still and video cameras, drawing tablets, and video and photo editing software. 
YOUmedia also provides an in-house recording studio featuring keyboards, turntables, and a mixing board.

Another interesting trend in public libraries are “maker spaces,” where do-it-yourselfers share sophisticated tools 
and their expertise. These locations allow users to collaborate and create, instead of just being consumers of 
information and technology. The Allen County (IN) Public Library, in collaboration with the educational non-
profit TekVenture, has opened the Maker Station in a trailer in the library’s parking lot. The facility includes a 
CNC router, a lathe, scroll and band saws, an electronics bench and an injection molding machine, and a computer-
controlled power tool that cuts wood, plastic and some metals. It also has a 3-D printer, which can produce 
plastic objects based on a computer file.

The Sacramento Public Library’s I Street Press is a community writing and publishing center where residents learn 
about writing and publishing and connect with writers of all levels. Using the Espresso Book Machine, I Street 
Press converts digital files into paperbacks in less than five minutes. Since its November 2011 launch, I Street 
Press has published more than 600 books.

MOBILE TECHNOLOGY 
More public libraries are adopting mobile technology applications and tools to increase community interaction, 
enhance access to library services and improve channels for information dissemination. 

An example of this ingenuity is the use of QR (Quick Response) codes for Contra Costa County (CA) Library’s 
Snap & Go, which serves as an innovative delivery mechanism for traditional library services. From local transit 
ads to posters to newspaper ads, Contra Costa County is delivering instant access to library materials and ser-
vices to cardholders with mobile phones. By scanning the code with a reader on their phones, users are direct-
ed to downloadable e-books and audiobooks, virtual museum passes, interactive reference service, account 
and catalog search, and readers’ advisory tools. Usage of the library’s mobile site has increased 16 percent 
since Contra Costa implemented Snap & Go. 
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Another inventive use of mobile tech-
nology is occurring at Scottsdale Public 
Library in Arizona with the Gimme Engine. 
The Gimme Engine mobile website helps 
customers find a great book to read based 
on a library staffer’s recommendation and 
review. Gimme combines library catalog 
data, content enrichment service images 
and descriptions, and library staff book 
reviews to create a unique experience. 
The website was developed in response to 
a need stated by both library and non-
library users - they wanted book recom-
mendations powered by library staff. 

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
Libraries provide a wealth of resources and community space to support small business and entrepreneurs. In 
effect, libraries are serving as small business incubators. Library staff help patrons develop business plans and 
collaborate with outside agencies to provide a wide range of support for business start-ups.

An instance of this is the New York City Public Library Small Business Resource Center. This groundbreaking 
facility offers small businesses legal and financial assistance, ‘how to’ videos, a comprehensive services directory, 
classes, and events targeted to entrepreneurs and small businesses. The Center also hosts the New York StartUP! 
Business Plan Competition where individuals submit their business plans and compete for a range of cash 
prizes up to $15,000 to go toward their new business.

Another place where small business development is being encouraged is the Library System of Lancaster County 
(PA). They have created an Economic Development Manager position, filled by a librarian with a business spe-
cialty. To help local businesses gain a competitive edge, the System launched the MarketEdge Competitive Intel-
ligence Certification Program, which teaches people to perform effective competitor research. The program is 
offered in partnership with the local Chamber of Commerce.
 

According to a 2010 study produced by the Free Library of Philadelphia3, in just one year’s time, 8,360 new or 
small businesses relied on the library to start or grow their business (creating $4 million in local economic value). 

Mobile Technology 
A small—but growing—group of libraries are going mobile to en-
hance access to library services and increase community interaction

have websites 
optimized for 

mobile devices
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 

With their creative and leading edge 
services, libraries are building digitally 
inclusive communities that connect 
millions of Americans to the digital 
skills required in today’s competitive 
global marketplace. However, unless 
strategic investments in U.S. public 
libraries are broadened and secured, 
libraries will not be able to continue 
to provide the innovative and critical 
services their communities need and 
demand.

As the nation moves toward economic 
improvement, many state and local 
libraries have yet to experience fiscal 
health. While some library budgets 
have improved, others have been re-
duced further. Despite some promise 
of budgetary relief, the extraordinary 
demands for service continues to 
outpace available funding needed to 
respond to these demands. 

Community, government agency, and library collaborations are the foundation to aiding American citizens in
advancement during the slow economic recovery. Together they have the opportunity to:

 + Increase awareness of the wide range of innovative services and resources available in 
U.S. public libraries;

 + Ensure sustained funding for public libraries at the local, state, and national levels;
 + Expand library and government agency partnerships to improve implementation of 

e-government and economic development activities; and
 + Recognize public libraries as an anchor institution that connects all Americans to the technology 

resources and services, and expert assistance necessary to bridge the digital divide.

“Investments in public libraries are working. The 2012 Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study shows 
how American public libraries support education, economic development, and social inclusion for individuals and 
communities,” said Deborah Jacobs, Director of Global Libraries at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. “To 
ensure that libraries continue to provide access and opportunity for all, it is crucial that both public and private 
partners consider how they can help libraries sustain the critical services they offer.”

23 states report cuts in state funding 
to public libraries in 2011

of states report decreased public library support
40%

3rd year In a rOw
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The Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study, funded by the American Library Association and the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, provides the most current national information available on public library 
funding and technology use and services. This brief report presents selected findings from the 2011-2012 
study’s public library and state library agency surveys. The public library survey, conducted by the Information 
Policy & Access Center, was available for completion between September 7, 2011, and November 18, 2011. The 
survey produced 7,252 responses for a response rate of 82.5 percent. ALA conducted the state library agency 
survey in November 2011, which received responses from 49 states and the District of Columbia. For more 
information on the study, visit www.ala.org/plinternetfunding. 

8

reFerences 
1American Library Association (2012). Libraries Connect Communities: Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study 
2011-2012. http://www.ala.org/plinternetfunding  

2Economics and Statistics Administration and National Telecommunications and Information Administration. 
Exploring the Digital Nation: Computer and Internet Use at Home. November 2011, http://www.ntia.doc.gov/ 
report/2011/exploring-digital-nation-computer-and-internet-use-home 

3Diamond, Deborah, Kevin C. Gillen, and Marissa Litman, The Economic Value of the Free Library of Philadelphia. Fels 
Research & Consulting, University of Pennsylvania Fels Institute of Government, 2010. http://www.freelibrary.org/about/
Fels_Report.pdf

additional resources
Information Policy & Access Center, University of Maryland. Public Libraries and the Internet, 1994-2012. 
http://www.plinternetsurvey.org 

Institute of Museum and Library Services. Public Library Survey: Fiscal Year 2009. Washington, N.C.: IMLS, 2011. 
http://harvester.census.gov/imls/pubs/pls/index.asp 

mailto:ors%40ala.org?subject=
http://www.ala.org/plinternetfunding
http://www.ala.org/plinternetfunding
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/report/2011/exploring-digital-nation-computer-and-internet-use-home 
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/report/2011/exploring-digital-nation-computer-and-internet-use-home 
http://www.freelibrary.org/about/Fels_Report.pdf
http://www.freelibrary.org/about/Fels_Report.pdf
http://www.plinternetsurvey.org
http://harvester.census.gov/imls/pubs/pls/index.asp

