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and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positions. The center conducts 
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Libraries 2016 

Most Americans view public 

libraries as important parts of 

their communities, with a 

majority reporting that 

libraries have the resources 

they need and play at least 

some role in helping them 

decide what information they 

can trust. When asked to think 

about the things that libraries 

could do in the future, notable 

numbers of Americans 

respond in a way that  can be 

boiled down to one phrase: 

“Yes, please.”  

Public libraries, many 

Americans say, should offer 

programs to teach people 

digital skills (80% think 

libraries should definitely do 

this) and help patrons learn 

how to use new creative 

technologies like 3-D printers 

(50%). At the same time, 57% 

of Americans say libraries should definitely offer more comfortable places for reading, working 

and relaxing.  

Yet, Americans are also divided on a fundamental question about how books should be treated at 

libraries: 24% support the idea of moving books and stacks in order to make way for more 

community- and tech-oriented spaces, while 31% say libraries should not move the books to create 

such spaces. About four-in-ten think libraries should maybe consider doing so.  

Large majority says that libraries should have 

programs to teach digital skills; many hope they 

provide comfortable reading and working spaces 

% of U.S. adults ages 16 and older who say libraries should definitely or 

maybe … 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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A Pew Research Center telephone survey of 1,601 Americans ages 16 and older conducted from 

March 7 to April 4, 2016, finds that Americans continue to express largely positive views about the 

current state of their local public libraries. For instance, around three-quarters (77%) say that 

public libraries provide them with the resources they need. And 66% say the closing of their local 

public library would have a major impact on their community  although notably, just 33% say this 

would have a major impact on them personally or on their family.  

There is also a growing sense that libraries can help people decide what information they can trust: 

37% of Americans feel that public libraries contribute “a lot” in this regard, a 13-point increase 

from a survey conducted at a similar point in 2015. 

A majority of Americans feel 

libraries are doing a good job of 

providing a safe place for 

people to hang out or spend 

time (69% feel libraries 

contribute “a lot” to their 

communities in this regard) as 

well as opening up educational 

opportunities for people of all 

ages (58%). And roughly half 

think their libraries contribute 

“a lot” to their communities in 

terms of helping spark 

creativity among young people 

(49%) and providing a trusted 

place for people to learn about 

new technologies (47%). 

As in past Pew Research Center surveys of library use, the April 2016 survey also measured 

Americans’ usage of and engagement with libraries. Overall, 53% of Americans age 16 or older 

have had some interaction with a public library in the past year – either through an in-person visit, 

using a library website, or via a mobile app. Some 48% of adults specifically visited a library or 

bookmobile in the past 12 months, a modest uptick from the 44% who said that in late 2015. There 

was a four-point drop, though, in the number who visited library websites in the previous 12 

months – falling from 31% who said they’d done so in 2015 to 27% in 2016. 

In-person library usage fluctuates 

% of  U.S. adults ages 16 and older who used library services in the past 12 

months 

 

Note: No data specifically on website usage were gathered in April 2015. 

 Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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What to do with the books at the library? The public is not settled on this 

Last year, Pew Research Center reported a growth in public support for libraries moving some 

books and stacks out of the public spaces in libraries and instead creating meeting areas or 

technology spaces. Nearly one-third (30%) in 2015 said libraries should definitely move books out 

of public spaces in favor of using that space for other purposes, an increase from 20% in 2014. 

However, the 2016 survey recorded another shift, as the number of people age 16 and older who 

said this fell six points to 24%. Correspondingly, the share saying libraries should definitely not 

move books increased in 2016 to 31%, up from 25% last year.  

The one figure that did not change, which reflects the tentativeness people may bring to thinking 

about this issue, is the share of people who say libraries maybe should move books and stacks from 

public places. A plurality (40%) said this in 2016, the same share who has said this since 2012.  

There are a range of findings 

in the survey that might be 

surprising to those who are 

not deeply versed about events 

in and around libraries: 

 Young adults are more 

likely to have visited a 

library in the past 12 

months than those ages 65 

and older: 53% of those 

ages 18 to 29 visited a 

library or bookmobile in 

person in the past year, 

compared with 40% of 

those 65 and older.  

 

 19% of American adults 

say they have never visited a public library, including 11% of those who have college or 

graduate degrees. This report profiles those who say they have never in their lives been to 

public libraries. 

  

Americans do not yet have clearly fixed views about 

what to do with books and meeting spaces at libraries 

% of U.S. adults ages 16 and older who say libraries should ___ move 

books and stacks out of public spaces to free up more space for meeting 

and technology areas 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/09/15/libraries-at-the-crossroads/
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http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/09/09/a-portrait-of-those-who-have-never-been-to-libraries/
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 The act of borrowing printed books is still by far the most popular activity at libraries, even 

compared with using computers: 64% of library users ages 16 and older checked out a book in the 

last 12 months, compared with 29% who used a computer at the library in the same time frame. 

 

 An emerging library “service” is its Wi-Fi connection, which can be used separately from the 

hours library buildings are open: 7% of those 16 and older say they have connected to a 

library’s Wi-Fi system when the library building itself was closed.  

 

 44% of those 16 and older say their public libraries loan out e-books, while 10% say this is not 

true of their communities' libraries. Researchers at the University of Maryland report that 90% 

of libraries have e-book lending programs. So, many of Americans are not aware of this core 

service available at most local libraries.  

 

 The idea that libraries serve communities at times of crisis is now pretty well established. Some 

55% of those ages 16 and older say libraries contribute a lot (19%) or somewhat (37%) when a 

natural disaster or major problem strikes the community. There have been dramatic examples 

of libraries becoming refuges and outposts, for instance after Hurricane Sandy in the 

Northeast in 2013.  

 

 The idea of “outreach librarian” is taking hold: 7% of those 16 and older have been visited in 

some way by a librarian in the past 12 months and another 4% have had that experience, but 

not in the past year. 

 

 

 

 

http://digitalinclusion.umd.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2014DigitalInclusionSurveyFinalRelease.pdf
http://digitalinclusion.umd.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2014DigitalInclusionSurveyFinalRelease.pdf
http://www.npr.org/2013/08/12/210541233/for-disasters-pack-a-first-aid-kit-bottled-water-and-a-library-card
http://www.npr.org/2013/08/12/210541233/for-disasters-pack-a-first-aid-kit-bottled-water-and-a-library-card
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1. Americans’ attitudes toward public libraries 

Libraries have been in flux since the dawn of the digital age. They face changes in the materials 

they provide, in use of their services, in the composition of their patron populations, and in 

demands for new services. It is a set of disruptions as far-reaching and disorienting as the changes 

that are occurring in the news media as the nature of news is redefined and its distribution 

mechanisms are revolutionized.  

Pew Research Center has been tracking these changes through surveys, especially in library usage 

patterns, since 2011.  

The 2016 survey shows that, within the context of evolving library usage patterns, public attitudes 

are largely positive about the library’s role in communities. Many Americans are interested in 

libraries offering a range of services – including those that help people improve their digital skills 

and learn how to determine what information is trustworthy. People think that libraries are a 

major contributor to their communities in providing a safe place to spend time, creating 

educational opportunities for people of all ages, and sparking creativity among young people.  

Overall, a large majority of Americans age 16 and older (77%) think libraries provide them with the 

resources they need. This is especially true for young people: 84% of those between the ages of 16 

and 29 say this.  

Similarly, two-thirds (66%) say that if their local public libraries were closed it would have a major 

impact on their communities as a whole. On this question, there are several notable demographic 

differences. Among those 

most likely to say that a 

library closing would have a 

major impact on their 

communities: women (74%); 

those between the ages of 50 

and 64 (73%); and college 

graduates (71%).  Those least 

likely to report that a library 

closing would have any kind 

of impact on their 

communities: those without 

high school degrees (15% say a 

local library closing would 

People think closing their local public libraries would 

hurt communities 

% of U.S. adults ages 16 and older who say closing their local libraries would 

have the following impacts on … 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2012/06/22/libraries-patrons-and-e-books/
http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2012/06/22/libraries-patrons-and-e-books/
http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2012/12/31/mobile-connections-to-libraries/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/13/library-engagement-typology/
http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2013/01/22/library-services/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/06/15/state-of-the-news-media-2016/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/05/26/news-use-across-social-media-platforms-2016/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/05/26/news-use-across-social-media-platforms-2016/
http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2012/04/04/the-rise-of-e-reading/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/09/15/libraries-at-the-crossroads/


7 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

have no impact on their communities); non-internet users (15%); and those in households earning 

less than $30,000 (10%).   

Thinking about the impact of a library’s closing specifically on them and their families, the 

perceived impacts are more muted. Some 33% say that a library closing would have a major 

impact on them or their families, and this feeling is especially prominent among Latinos (48% 

believe that their libraries closing would have a major impact on their families); 50- to 64-year-

olds (42%); those with annual household incomes of $30,000 or less (41%); and women (39%). 

Those least likely to report that a library closing would have any kind of impact on them and their 

families: men (37% say this would have no impact on them and their families); those ages 18 to 29 

(39%); those without high school degrees (40%); and those without minor children (36%).  

People generally say that libraries contribute, to some extent at least, to their communities in a 

variety of ways. Of particular note is the role libraries play in helping people decide what 

information they can trust. There was a large increase in people saying libraries help “a lot” in 

deciding what information they can trust from 2015, when the figure stood at 24%, to 2016, where 

it now stands at 37%.  
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Opportunity is also a notion 

that comes to people’s mind in 

thinking about libraries – 

whether that means a safe 

place to spend time, a place to 

pursue educational 

opportunity, or a place where 

creative juices flow. Those ages 

16 and older were asked to 

consider how much their local 

public libraries contribute to 

their communities:  

 69% say their local libraries 

contribute “a lot” to 

providing a safe place for 

people to spend time. 

 58% think they contribute 

“a lot” toward creating 

educational opportunities 

for people of all ages. 

 49% believe they contribute 

“a lot” to sparking creativity 

among young people. 

 47% agree libraries 

contribute “a lot” to 

providing a trusted place 

for people to learn about 

new technologies. 

 38% say they contribute “a 

lot” to promoting a sense of 

community among different groups within their local areas. 

 37% believe they contribute “a lot” to helping people decide what information they can trust.  

 33% assert they contribute “a lot” to helping people when they seek health information. 

 29% believe they contribute “a lot” to serving as a gathering place for addressing challenges in 

their communities. 

People see libraries as a safe place, a source of 

educational opportunity and trusted information, as 

well as a place to ignite creativity in young people 

% of U.S. adults ages 16 and older who say libraries contribute ‘a lot’ or 

‘somewhat’ to their communities by … 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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 22% say they contribute “a lot” to helping people find jobs or pursue job training. 

 19% think they contribute “a lot” when natural disasters or major problems strike their 

communities.  

Women are more likely than 

men to think that libraries 

make several of these 

contributions to their 

communities, including 

providing a safe place (74% of 

women say libraries help do 

this “a lot” vs. 65% of men), 

providing a trusted place for 

helping people learn about new 

technologies (52% vs. 42%) and 

helping people decide what 

information they can trust 

(41% vs. 32%). These gender 

differences might result from 

the fact that women are more 

likely than men to have used 

libraries in the past year.  

When asked to think about how 

libraries might change to better 

serve the public, Americans 

have a pretty clear message: 

help people learn digital skills 

without neglecting traditional 

functions. Specifically: 

 80% of those ages 16 and older say libraries should “definitely” offer programs to teach people, 

including kids and senior citizens, how to use digital tools like computers and smartphones. 

This is a similar pattern captured in a 2015 survey.  

 57% think libraries should “definitely” have more comfortable spaces for reading and working. 

This is down slightly from the 64% who said this in 2015.  

 50% believe libraries should “definitely” buy 3-D printers and other digital tools to allow 

people to use them. This compares with 45% who said this in 2015.  

Women are more likely to think libraries contribute a 

lot to communities on key activities 

% of U.S. adults age 16 and older who think libraries contribute ‘a lot’ to 

their communities in ... 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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 24% say libraries should “definitely” move some print books and stacks out of public locations 

in order to free up more space for such things as tech centers, reading rooms and meeting 

rooms. This is a decrease from the 30% who said this in 2015.  

Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than whites to say that libraries should definitely undertake 

several of these acts. For instance, 69% of blacks and 68% of Hispanics think libraries should 

provide more comfortable spaces for working and reading, while 51% of whites say that the same. 

Additionally, 69% of blacks and 63% of Hispanics say libraries should definitely buy 3-D printers 

and other high-tech tools, compared with 44% of whites. And 37% of blacks and 34% of Hispanics 

say libraries should definitely move books and stacks to provide other kinds of working spaces, 

while only 18% of whites think that. 
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2. Library usage and engagement  

Americans’ use of public libraries has fluctuated in recent years, and this survey shows that just 

under half of all those age 16 and older (48%) say they have visited a public library or bookmobile 

in person in the prior year. The high-water mark for library visits in Center surveys is 53% in 2012, 

in the aftermath of the recession when other research showed that visits to libraries for job 

searches were more prevalent than they are today. The 2015 figure was 44% who had visited a 

library or bookmobile in the previous 12 months.  

Americans with college degrees are especially likely to have visited a public library in the past year 

(59% have done so), as are women (57%), parents (55%), and 16- to 29-year-olds (55%). 

Additionally, 52% of blacks and 50% of Americans living in households with annual incomes of 

$30,000 or less have visited the library in the past year. 

The frequency in which library users visit libraries has also remained relatively stable since 2013. 

Among those who visited libraries in person in the previous year, 30% say they visit several times a 

month or more – which is comparable to the share of users who visited  libraries that frequently in 

2013 (31%) and 2015 (28%).  

When it comes to accessing library websites, the survey finds that people are somewhat less likely 

to do this than in the past. Some 27% of respondents age 16 or older used a library’s website in the 

previous 12 months, down modestly from 31% in 2015. Use of mobile apps to access library 

resources is not too common among Americans: 8% said they had used public library mobile apps 

in the past year, compared with 12% who said they had done this in 2015.  

For those who do visit public library websites, mobile access plays a large role. Half (49%) of those 

who have visited a public library website in the past year used handheld mobile devices (such as 

smartphones or tablets). That is largely unchanged since the spring of 2015, when 50% said this. 

But it is up from 2012, when 39% of library website users visited using handheld devices.  

Two-thirds of library visitors borrow print books; around half go to read, study or engage 

with media 

When asked why they visit public libraries in person, large numbers of library users cite fairly 

traditional reasons. These include borrowing printed books (64% of library visitors do this, down 

slightly from the 73% who did in 2012, but similar to the 66% who did so in 2015) or just sitting 

and reading, studying, or engaging with media (49%, identical to the share who did so in 2012).  

https://www.imls.gov/assets/1/AssetManager/Equality.pdf
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Other reasons for visiting libraries have grown more or less popular in recent years. In particular, 

far fewer library users are visiting libraries in order to get help from librarians: In 2012, 50% of 

library users had visited a library for this purpose, but that share decreased to 42% in 2015 and to 

35% in 2016. On the other hand, 27% of library users have attended classes, programs or lectures 

at libraries in the last year  a 10-point increase from the 17% who did so in 2015. Not a lot of 

Americans go to their libraries to use 3-D printers or other new tech devices: 13% did this in the 

previous year, a figure that is not significantly different from 2015. 

People use computers and internet connections at libraries for the basics 

People also go to libraries to use tech resources. In this survey, 29% of library-using Americans 16 

and older said they had gone to libraries to use computers, the internet, or a public Wi-Fi network. 

(That amounts to 23% of all Americans ages 16 and above.) The library computer user figures are 

essentially the same as in 2015. In this context, it is worth noting that 7% of all Americans age 16 

and older have used libraries’ Wi-Fi signals outside when libraries are closed.  

Traditional activities – borrowing books or reading – dominate library use, but 

people are also attending classes or other programs 

% of U.S. library users ages 16 and older who say they did the following at libraries in the past 12 months 

 

Note: 48% of those ages 16 and older used libraries or bookmobiles in the past 12 months. 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Library users who take 

advantage of libraries’ 

computers and internet 

connections are more likely to 

be young, black, female, and 

lower income. Specifically, 

compared with the 29% of all 

library users who use 

computers at the library:  

 45% of library users between 

the ages of 16 and 29 used 

computers, the internet or 

the library’s Wi-Fi. 

 42% of black library users 

used libraries’ computers 

and internet connections. 

 35% of those whose annual 

household incomes are 

$30,000 or less used these 

resources. 

 33% of women used these things at the library. 

When using tech resources at the library, most people do research for school or work (61% of 

library tech users did in the previous 12 months), followed by checking email or sending texts 

(53%). A share also get health information (38%) and 26% have taken online classes or completed 

a certification.  

Although there have been modest changes in some activities using libraries’ digital resources, there 

has been a boost in the share of library tech users taking some sort of class or certification online.  

Library websites are used for finding available resources or renewing books 

For the 27% of people who have used library websites or mobile apps in the past 12 months, 

searching library catalogues, reserving or placing holds on items, renewing items, or doing 

research or homework are most prevalent. Here is what those who have used a public library’s 

websites or apps have done using those tools in the past 12 months: 

Doing research or checking email are the most 

frequent uses of library tech resources, but more 

people are using them to take classes online than last 

year 

% of U.S. library computer users ages 16 and older who used library 

computers in past 12 months to … 

 

Note: 23% of adults ages 16 and older used library computers/internet connections in the 

past 12 months. 

 Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

 PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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 58% of those who have used library websites in the past 12 months to search a library’s catalogue.  

 44% of those website users reserved or placed holds on printed books, audiobooks, e-books, 

CDs or DVDs. 

 44% conducted research or got homework help.  

 40% renewed books, DVDs or CDs.  

 37% used online databases. 

 31% read book reviews or got book recommendations. 

For Americans using libraries digital tools, searching library catalogues for content 

is the most prevalent activity 

% of U.S. library website users ages 16 and older who have done the following on library websites in the past 12 

months 

 

Note: 28% of those ages 16 and older who used library websites or mobile apps in the past 12 months. 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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3. A portrait of those who have never been to libraries 

Nearly half (48%) of Americans 

visited libraries in the past year. 

Roughly a third (32%) say they have 

used libraries at one time or another, 

though not in the past 12 months.  

Additionally, one-in-five (19%) say 

they have never visited a public library 

or a bookmobile. This has been a 

persistent trend in Pew Research 

Center surveys for five years, and we 

consistently see patterns in who these 

non-users are and how their views 

about libraries differ from more recent 

library users.  

Those who have never been to a public 

library are more likely to be male 

(24% have never been to a library), 

ages 65 and older (26%), Hispanic 

(32%), black (28%), high school 

graduates or less (29%), or living in 

households earning less than $30,000 

(27%). At the same time, the data 

show there are members of other 

demographic groups that have had no 

direct experience with libraries, 

including: 11% of those with college 

degrees and 12% of those in 

households earning $75,000 or more. 

Additionally, one-in-six parents of 

minor children (17%) say they have 

never been to a public library.  

Non-library users are more likely to be male and have 

lower levels of educational attainment when 

compared with library users 

% of adults in each group who  … 

 

Used library in the  
past 12 months  
(48% of adults) 

Never visited a library  
or book mobile  
(19% of adults) 

Gender   

Male 40 24 

Female 57 15 

Parental status   

Parents 54 17 

Non-parents 46 21 

Race/ethnicity   

White, non-Hispanic 48 15 

Black, non-Hispanic 52 28 

Hispanic 41 32 

Age   

16-29 55 17 

30-49 51 16 

50-64 45 21 

65+ 40 26 

Income   

Under $30K 50 27 

$30K to $50K 44 18 

$50K to $75K 52 12 

$75K and over 51 12 

Education   

High school grad or less 39 29 

Some college 52 13 

College + 59 11 

Geography   

Rural 45 20 

Urban 50 19 

Suburban 48 20 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Despite the fact that they have no direct 

personal experience with libraries, many who 

have never been have relatively positive and 

affirming views about libraries, even though 

their level of enthusiasm is not as high as recent 

library goers. Recall that 77% of all Americans 

age 16 and above say libraries provide them 

with the resources they need. For those who 

have never used libraries, nearly two-thirds 

(65%) agree with this, possibly because other 

friends and family members get materials from 

libraries that are helpful. At the same time, 90% 

of those who are recent library goers say public 

libraries provide the resources they need.  

In the same vein, more than half (56%) of those 

who have never been to a library say that the 

closing of their local libraries would have a 

major impact on their communities. Fully 77% 

of those who have visited their public libraries 

in the past year say that. When they consider 

the possibility of their local libraries closing, 

19% of those who have never used libraries believe the closing would have a major impact on them 

and their families. That compares with 48% of recent library users who believe it would have the 

same impact.  

As to attitudes about libraries, the main difference between library users and non-users has to do 

with trust and information. People who have used libraries in the past year are more likely than 

others to say that libraries are a resource that can help them decide what information to trust. 

Some 43% of library users say they agree “a lot” that libraries are a place that helps people decide 

what information to trust, while 29% of those who have never been say this. Again, this might stem 

from the possibility that non-users gain access to library resources through family and friends who 

are active library users.    

 

Americans who have never been to 

libraries do not see the impact of one 

closing with the same intensity as 

library users 

% of U.S. adults ages 16 and older who say closing their 

local library would have a … 

 

Source: Survey conducted March 7-April 4, 2016. 

“Libraries 2016” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Methodology 

The analysis in this report is based on a Pew Research Center survey conducted March 7-April 4, 

2016, among a national sample of 1,601 adults, 16 years of age or older, living in all 50 U.S. states 

and the District of Columbia. Fully 401 respondents were interviewed on landline telephones, and 

1,200 were interviewed on cellphones, including 667 who had no landline telephone. The survey 

was conducted by interviewers at Princeton Data Source under the direction of Princeton Survey 

Research Associates International. A combination of landline and cellphone random-digit-dial 

samples were used; both samples were provided by Survey Sampling International. Interviews 

were conducted in English and Spanish. Respondents in the landline sample were selected by 

randomly asking for the youngest adult male or female who was at home. Interviews in the 

cellphone sample were conducted with the person who answered the phone, if that person was 16 

years of age or older. For detailed information about our survey methodology, visit: 

http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/ 

The combined landline and cellphone samples are weighted using an iterative technique that 

matches gender, age, education, race, Hispanic origin and nativity, and region to parameters from 

the 2013 Census Bureau’s American Community Survey and population density to parameters 

from the Decennial Census. The sample also is weighted to match current patterns of telephone 

status (landline only, cellphone only or both landline and cellphone), based on extrapolations from 

the 2014 National Health Interview Survey. The weighting procedure also accounts for the fact 

that respondents with both landline phones and cellphones have a greater probability of being 

included in the combined sample and adjusts for household size among respondents with landline 

phones. The margins of error reported and statistical tests of significance are adjusted to account 

for the survey’s design effect, a measure of how much efficiency is lost from the weighting 

procedures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/
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The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that 

would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey: 

Group 
Unweighted 
sample size Plus or minus … 

All adults 18+ 1,601 2.8 percentage points 

Men 833 3.9 percentage points 

Women 768 4.0 percentage points 

Whites 1,098  3.4 percentage points 

Blacks 170 8.6 percentage points 

Hispanics 194 8.0 percentage points 

16-17 51 15.6 percentage points 

18-29 269 6.8 percentage points 

30-49 401 5.6 percentage points 

50-64 481 5.1 percentage points 

65+ 369 5.8 percentage points 

High school or less 553 4.7 percentage points 

Some college 390 5.7 percentage points 

Bachelor’s degree or more 649 4.4 percentage points 

<$30K 397 5.6 percentage points 

$30K-$49,999 258 7.0 percentage points 

$50K-$74,999 247 7.1 percentage points 

$75K+ 503 5.0 percentage points 

Used libraries/bookmobiles in past 12 
months 

792 4.0 percentage points 

Never used a library 287 6.6 percentage points 

Library website user in past 12 months 455 5.2 percentage points 

Library app user in past 12 months 115 10.4 percentage points 

Form A 822 3.9 percentage points 

Form B 779 4.0 percentage points 

 

Sample sizes and sampling errors for other subgroups are available upon request. 

In addition to sampling error, one should bear in mind that question wording and practical 

difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of opinion polls. Pew 
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Research Center undertakes all polling activity, including calls to mobile telephone numbers, in 

compliance with the Telephone Consumer Protection Act and other applicable laws. 

Pew Research Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organization and a subsidiary of The 

Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 
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Topline questionnaire 

Ask all 

LIBUSE Have you, personally, EVER...[INSERT ITEMS IN ORDER], or is this something you’ve 
never done? [IF YES: Have you done this in the past 12 months?]1 

 

Total Yes, 

have done 

this 

----------   in 

the past 12 

months 

----------   not 

in past 12 

months 

no, have 

never done 

this 

(VOL.) Don’t 

know 

(VOL.) 

Refused 

a. Visited a public library or used a 

public library bookmobile IN 

PERSON       

Current 81 48 32 19 0 0 

November 2015 78 44 34 22 * 0 

April 2015 82 46 36 18 * * 

September 2013 81 48 33 19 * * 

November 2012 84 53 30 16 * 0 

b. Used a public library WEBSITE
2
       

Current 39 27 12 61 * * 

November 2015 46 31 15 54 * * 

September 2013 44 30 14 56 * * 

November 2012 39 25 14 61 * * 

c. Used a public library mobile APP       

Current 8 7 2 91 1 0 

November 2015 12 9 3 87 * * 
 

LIB_FRQ How often do you visit public libraries or bookmobiles in person? Would you say... [READ]3 

Based on those who visited a public library in person in the past 12 months 

 Current  April 2015 Sept 2013 Nov 2012 

% 14 At least once a week 14 14 15 

 16 Several times a month 14 17 19 

 23 At least once a month 28 26 28 

 47 Less often 43 43 38 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know * * * 

 0 (VOL.) Refused * * * 

 [n=792]  [n=933] [n=3,006] [n=1,238] 

                                                        
1  In November 2012, follow-ups about the past 12 months were asked as separate questions later in the interview, rather 

than as immediate follow-up probes, as done for the September 2013 poll. Trend results shown here have been 
recalculated based on Total respondents. 

2  In November 2012, item wording was “Gone on a public library WEBSITE.” 
3  Response categories in November 2012 were slightly different: "Every day or almost every day, at least once a week, 

several times a month, at least once a month or less often". Results shown here for "At least once a week" reflect 
combined trend results "every day or almost every day" and "at least once a week." 
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LIBST_FRQ How often do you use a public library website? Would you say... [READ]4 

Based on those who used a public library website in the past 12 months 

 Current  April 2015 Sept 2013 Nov 2012 

% 12 At least once a week 12 10 12 

 9 Several times a month 13 15 15 

 23 At least once a month 21 23 27 

 55 Less often 52 52 46 

 n/a (VOL.) Never – only use library mobile app 1 n/a n/a 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know * * * 

 * (VOL.) Refused 1 0 * 

 [n=455]  [n=454] [n=1,894] [n=587] 

 

LIBAPP_FRQ How often do you use a public library mobile APP? Would you say... [READ] 

Based on those who used a public library mobile app in the past 12 months [n=115] 

 Current  

% 22 At least once a week 

 14 Several times a month 

 20 At least once a month 

 44 Less often 

 0 (VOL.) Don’t know 

 0 (VOL.) Refused 
 

LIBMOB Now thinking about cell phones and other handheld mobile devices... In the past 12 
months, have you used a cell phone, e-reader or tablet computer to visit a public library’s 
website or access public library resources?5 

Based on those who used a public library website in the past 12 months 

 Current  April 2015 Nov 2012 

% 49 Yes 50 39 

 51 No 50 61 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know 0 0 

 0 (VOL.) Refused 0 0 

 [n=455]  [n=454] [n=587] 

 

                                                        
4  In April 2015, respondents were asked about their use of a public library website or mobile app as a single item in 

LIBUSE. In April 2015, this question was asked of those who used a public library website or mobile app in the past 12 
months. November 2012 question wording and response categories were slightly different: "How often do you use a 
public library website, for any service? Would you say every day or almost every day, at least once a week, several times 
a month, at least once a month or less often?" Results shown here for "At least once a week" reflect combined trend 
results "every day or almost every day" and "at least once a week." 

5  In April 2015, respondents were asked about their use of a public library website or mobile app as a single item in 
LIBUSE. In April 2015, this question was asked of those who used a public library website or mobile app in the past 12 
months. November 2012 trend was asked of all respondents. Results shown here are based on those who have gone on a 
public library website in the past 12 months. 
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LIBVISIT Has a librarian EVER visited you at a place other than a library building or bookmobile to 
share information or provide material to you? Please include any time a librarian may have 
visited an organization you belong to, a community center, or your workplace. [IF YES, 
ASK: Did this happen in the past 12 months?] 

 Current  

% 7 Yes, have been visited in some way by a librarian in past 12 months 

 4 Yes, this has happened, but not in the past 12 months 

 88 No, have never done this 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know 

 * (VOL.) Refused 

 

EBK_AWR As far as you know, does your public library loan out e-books? 

 Current  April 2015 Nov 2012 

% 44 Yes 38 31 

 20 No 16 12 

 36 (VOL.) Don’t know 46 57 

 * (VOL.) Refused * * 

 

Q9 People visit public libraries for different reasons. In the past 12 months, have you visited a 
public library IN PERSON to...[INSERT FIRST TWO RANDOMIZED ITEMS]? 

How about to [REMAINING ITEMS]? [READ IF NECESSARY: Have you visited a public 
library IN PERSON for this reason in the past 12 months?] 

 Yes No 

(vol.)  

Don’t  

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items A thru C: Based on those who visited a public 

library in person in the past 12 months     

a. Borrow print books     

Current [N=792] 64 35 * 0 

   April 2015 [N=933] 66 34 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=1,238] 73 27 * 0 

 

b. Get help from a librarian     

Current [N=792] 35 65 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=933] 42 57 * 0 

   November 2012 [N=1,238] 50 50 * * 

 

c. Just sit and read, study, or watch or listen to 

media     

Current [N=792] 49 50 * 0 

   April 2015 [N=933] 53 46 0 * 

   November 2012 [N=1,238] 49 51 * 0 

 

Items D thru E: Based on Form A who visited a public 

library in person in the past 12 months     
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d. Attend a class, program or lecture
6
     

Current [N=399] 27 73 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=470] 17 83 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=616] 21 79 * 0 

 

e. Attend a meeting of a group you belong to     

Current [N=399] 18 82 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=470] 16 84 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=616] 23 77 * 0 

Items F thru G: Based on Form B who visited a public 

library in person in the past 12 months     

 

f. Use a 3-D printer or other new high-tech 

device     

Current [N=393] 13 87 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=463] 9 91 0 0 

 

g. Search online for a job or apply for a job 

online     

Current [N=393] 14 86 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=463] 15 85 * 0 

 

Q10 Next, I have some questions about using computers and the internet at public libraries. 
First, in the past 12 months, have you used computers, the internet, or a public WI-FI 
network at a public library? 

Based on those who have ever visited a public library 

 Current  April 2015 Nov 2012 

% 29 Yes 27 31 

 71 No 73 69 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know * * 

 * (VOL.) Refused 0 * 

 [n=1,314]  [n=1,639] [n=1,920] 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
6  In November 2012, item wording was “Attend a class, program or lecture for adults.” 
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Q11 In the past 12 months, have you used a public library computer, internet or WI-FI 
connection to... [INSERT FIRST TWO RANDOMIZED ITEMS]? 

How about to [REMAINING ITEMS]? [READ IF NECESSARY: Have you used a public library 
computer, internet or WI-FI connection to do this in the past 12 months, or not?] 

 Yes No 

(vol.)  

Don’t know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items A thru B: Based on Form A who have used 

computers or internet at a public library in the past 

12 months     

a. Check or send email or texts7     

Current [N=178] 53 47 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=205] 58 42 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=285] 54 46 * 0 

 

b. Do research for school or work     

Current [N=178] 61 39 0 0 

    April 2015 [N=205] 60 40 0 0 

    November 2012 [N=285] 66 34 0 0 

 

Items C thru D: Based on Form B who have used 

computers or internet at a public library in the past 

12 months     

 

c. Take an online class or complete an online 

certification program of some kind     

Current [N=171] 26 74 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=205] 17 83 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=285] 16 84 0 0 

 

d. Get health information online     

Current [N=171] 38 62 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=215] 42 58 * 0 

   November 2012 [N=285] 47 52 * 1 

 

 

Q12 Have you ever connected to the library’s WiFi system when the library building itself was 
closed? 

 Current  

% 7 Yes 

 93 No 

 * (VOL.) Don’t know 

 * (VOL.) Refused 

 

                                                        
7  In November 2012, item wording was “Check or send email.” 
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Q13 In the past 12 months, have you used a public library WEBSITE or mobile APP to do any of 
the following? First, in the past 12 months, have you used a public library website or 
mobile APP to [INSERT ITEMS; RANDOMIZE]? How about to... [INSERT NEXT ITEM]?8 

 Yes No 

(VOL.) 

Can’t do 

this on 

website 

(vol.)  

Don’t 

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items A thru C: Based on Form A who used a public 

library website or mobile app in the past 12 months      

 

a. Search the library catalog for print books, 

audiobooks, e-books, CDs or DVDs      

Current [N=241] 58 42 0 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=217] 66 34 0 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=299] 82 18 0 0 0 

 

b. Reserve or place holds on print books, 

audiobooks, e-books, CDs or DVDs      

Current [N=241] 44 56 0 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=217] 55 45 0 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=299] 62 38 0 0 0 

 

c. Renew a book, DVD or CD      

Current [N=241] 40 60 0 0 0 

   April 2015 [N=217] 47 53 0 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=299] 51 48 1 0 0 

 Yes No 

(VOL.) 

Can’t do 

this on 

website 

(vol.) Don’t 

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items D thru F: Based on Form B who used a public 

library website or mobile app in the past 12 months      

 

d. Read book reviews or get book 

recommendations      

Current [N=227] 31 69 0 0 * 

   April 2015 [N=237] 33 66 0 * 0 

   November 2012 [N=299] 30 70 0 0 0 

 

e. Use an online database      

Current [N=227] 37 61 0 2 * 

   April 2015 [N=237] 39 60 0 1 0 

   November 2012 [N=288] 51 49 0 1 0 

 

f. Conduct research or get homework help9      

Current [N=227] 44 55 0 0 * 

   April 2015 [N=237] 42 58 0 0 0 

   November 2012 [N=288] 44 56 0 0 0 

                                                        
8  November 2012 question wording was “In the past 12 months, have you used a public library WEBSITE to do any of the 

following? In the past 12 months, have you use a public library website to [ITEM]?” 
9  In November 2012, item wording was “Get research or homework help.” 
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[READ TO ALL:] Here are some questions about public libraries in and around your local 

community. 

Q14 Do you think your local public library provides you with the resources you need, or not? 

 Current  

% 77 Yes 

 11 No 

 12 (VOL.) Don’t know 

 * (VOL.) Refused 

 

Q15 How much, if at all, do you think your local public library contributes to the following 
things in your community? Do you think it contributes a lot, some, not too much, or 
nothing at all when it comes to [INSERT ITEMS; RANDOMIZE]? Next, how much do you 
think the library contributes to...[INSERT NEXT ITEM]? [READ IF NECESSARY: Do you 
think it contributes a lot to your local community, some, not too much, or nothing at all 
when it comes to (ITEM)?] 

 A lot Some 

Not too 

much 

Nothing 

at all 

(VOL.) 

DK (vol.) ref. 

a. Helping spark creativity among young 

people 49 31 10 3 7 * 

b. Promoting a sense of community 

among different groups within your 

local area 38 35 14 6 7 * 

c. Creating educational opportunity for 

people of all ages 58 29 5 3 5 * 

d. Providing a trusted place for people to 

learn about new technologies 47 32 9 4 8 * 

e. Serving as a gathering place for 

addressing challenges in your local 

community 29 36 16 8 10 * 

f. Providing a safe place for people to 

spend time 69 20 3 3 4 * 
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Q16 If your local public library CLOSED, would that have a MAJOR impact, MINOR impact or 
NO IMPACT on... [INSERT ITEMS IN ORDER]? 

 

Major 

impact 

Minor 

impact No impact 

(vol.) 

Community 

does not have a 

public library 

(vol.)  

Don’t 

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

a. You and your family       

Current 33 33 33 * 1 * 

April 2015 32 33 33 * 1 * 

September 2013 29 38 32 * 1 * 

b. Your community as a whole       

Current 66 25 6 * 3 * 

April 2015 65 24 6 * 4 * 

September 2013 63 27 7 * 3 * 

 

Q17 Now thinking about some new things public libraries could do to change how they serve 
the public... Please tell me if each of the following is something you, personally, think 
public libraries should DEFINITELY do, should MAYBE do, or should definitely NOT do. 
(First,/Next,) how about... [INSERT ITEMS; RANDOMIZE]? [READ IF NECESSARY: Is this 
something you think public libraries should DEFINITELY do, should MAYBE do, or should 
definitely NOT do?] 

 

Should 

definitely 

do 

Should 

maybe do 

Should 

definitely 

not do 

(vol.) 

Doesn’t 

matter to 

me 

(vol.)  

Don’t 

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items A thru B: Based on Form A       

a. Have more comfortable spaces for reading, 

working, and relaxing at the library       

Current [N=822] 57 30 9 1 3 1 

   April 2015 [N=1,003] 64 25 7 1 3 1 

   November 2012 [N=1,119] 59 28 9 1 2 1 

b. Move some print books and stacks OUT OF 

public locations to free up more space for 

things such as tech centers, reading rooms, 

meetings rooms, and cultural events       

Current [N=822] 24 40 31 2 3 * 

   April 2015 [N=1,003] 30 40 25 1 3 1 

   November 2012 [N=1,119] 20 39 36 1 4 * 

 

Items C thru D: Based on Form B       

 

c. Buy 3-D printers and other digital tools to 

allow people to learn how to use them to make 

different kinds of objects       

Current [N=779] 50 37 11 * 1 * 

   April 2015 [N=1,003] 45 35 17 * 2 * 
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c. Offer programs to teach people, including 

kids and senior citizens, how to use digital 

tools such as computers, smartphones and 

apps       

Current [N=779] 80 16 4 * * * 

   April 2015 [N=1,001] 78 16 3 * 2 1 

 

Q18 I’d like to know in what ways you think the public library contributes to your community. 
First, do you think the library contributes a lot in terms of [INSERT ITEMS; RANDOMIZE], 
contributes somewhat, a little or not at all?10 

How about in [INSERT NEXT ITEM]? [READ IF NECESSARY: Do you think the public library 
contributes a lot to the community in this way, somewhat, a little, or not at all?] 

 A lot 

Some-

what A little Not at all 

(vol.) Community 

does not have a 

public library 

(vol.) 

Don’t 

know 

(vol.) 

Refused 

Items A thru B: Based on Form A        

a. Helping people find jobs or 

pursue job training        

Current [N=822] 22 34 21 14 * 10 * 

April 2015 [N=1,003] 19 29 23 15 * 13 * 

b. Helping people when they 

seek health information        

Current [N=822] 33 38 15 8 * 6 0 

April 2015 [N=1,001] 36 37 14 6 * 7 * 

Items C thru D: Based on Form B        

c. Helping people decide what 

information they can trust        

Current [N=779] 37 37 15 7 * 4 * 

April 2015 [N=1,001] 24 41 18 7 1 8 1 

d. Helping people when a 

natural disaster or major 

problem strikes the 

community        

Current [N=779] 19 37 17 17 * 10 * 

 

                                                        
10  April 2016 and April 2015 questions were not asked of respondents who had previously volunteered that their community 

has no public library. Results shown here have been recalculated based on Total or Total form split. 


