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Public Library Use in Pennsylvania: Identifying Uses, Benefits, and Impacts

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The purpose of this study is to identify users of Pennsylvania public libraries and determine
their reasons for using the library. In addition, the study provides information describing the
impacts and benefits resulting to those users as a result of their contact with the public library.
More specifically, the study’s objectives are to:

Describe these users in terms of their education, age, sex, and household income;
Determine the reasons for the use of the public library;

Understand how use of the public library is valuable or beneficial to these users; and
Describe the role of Pennsylvania public libraries in supporting economic development at
both the local and statewide level.

A statewide survey of public library users, site visits to 10 libraries throughout the state, and logs
of critical incidents of significant impacts provided data to accomplish these objectives. These
objectives provide a basis for directing data collection activities that can then assist
policymakers, residents of Pennsylvania, and the larger public library community to improve
statewide and local public library planning and services devel opment.

This study finds that there are numerous and important impacts and benefits that result from
use of Pennsylvania public libraries. There is substantial agreement that many Pennsylvania
public libraries:

Contribute directly to the economic productivity of the loca community and the state by
encouraging the establishment of businesses, helping residents find jobs, attracting new
businesses to locate in a community, and providing information and programs on being a
successful entrepreneur;

Provide services and programs to children, adults, and seniors that ssimply are not
available elsewhere or, if available, would be too expensive for many residents;

Enhance the overall quality of life and promote the cultural environment in the
communities these libraries serve;

Promote the well-being of individuals and assist them to become more productive in their
jobs and in their persondl lives;

Contribute directly to the success of local socia service agencies, literacy groups, home
schoolers, writers, and others; and

Provide individuals with customized information services tailored to their unique needs —
services that often comprise a critical incident that made these individuals successful or
otherwise helped them accomplish their personal goals.

These are but a few of the key impacts that respondents identified as critica to the success and
importance of their communities — al as a result of services, collections, and programs from the
public library. Indeed, the study suggests that this uniquely American institution, the public
library, is often the very heart and fabric that defines a community and contributes to its overall
SuCCess.
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But by and large, the study also finds that many Pennsylvania public libraries provide these
and other benefits for their users and communities with extremely limited resources. In a
number of instances, the library relies on the good will and good graces of staff who give freely
of themselves in providing pro bono time and resources to the library and on volunteer
contributions from members of the local community.

During the study, library users often did not know or understand the range of impacts and
benefits that the library provided the community. Nor did community residents understand that
many of these impacts resulted from extremely dedicated and hard-working library staff or that
the local and state resources supporting these libraries did not compensate staff for such extra
work. There seems to be little understanding of the resources needed and the costs related to
operating public libraries. Indeed, expectations of what public libraries should be doing are often
quite unrealistic given the fiscal realities of these libraries.

Ultimately, however, state and local policymakers, local communities, as well as individual
public libraries will need to determine the degree to which significant impacts, such as economic
impacts, promote the role of the public library in that community and the degree to which the
library should be funded to provide such impacts. Currently, as this study suggests, many
significant impacts result from Pennsylvania public library services, programs, and resources.
The extent to which this can continue in the current financial environment, however, is
problematic at best.

A significant next step for enhancing the impacts that result from Pennsylvania public library
services is to carefully review the roles and responsibilities of the state and local governments in
funding public libraries. This assessment should consider the current funding mechanisms
available to public libraries, the degree to which public libraries have adequate resources to
accomplish their service roles and objectives, and the degree to which state and local
governments have realistic expectations of how well libraries can operate in the current fiscal
environment.

If Pennsylvania public libraries are to continue their efforts in providing an array of impacts
and benefits — as discussed throughout this report — new initiatives will be needed to provide
adequate resources to support public libraries.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

This study finds that there are numerous and important impacts and benefits that result from
use of Pennsylvania public libraries. Across the various types of data collection activities, there
was substantial agreement that many Pennsylvania public libraries:

Contribute directly to the economic productivity of the loca community and the state by
encouraging the establishment of businesses, helping residents find jobs, attracting new
businesses to locate in a community, and providing information and programs on being a
successful entrepreneur.

Provide services and programs to children, adults, and seniors that simply are not
available elsewhere or, if available, would be too expensive for many residents.

Enhance the overal quality of life and promote the cultural environment in the
communities these libraries serve.

Promote the well-being of individuals and assist them to become more productive in their
jobs and in their persond lives.

Contribute directly to the success of local socia service agencies, literacy groups, home
schoolers, writers, and others.

Provide individuals with customized information services tailored to their unique needs —
services that often comprise a critical incident that made these individuals successful or
otherwise helped them accomplish their persona goals.

These are but a few of the key impacts that respondents identified as critical to the success and
importance of their communities — al as a result of services, collections, and programs from the
public library. Indeed, the study suggests that this uniquely American institution, the public
library, is often the very heart and fabric that defines a community and contributes to its overal
success.

But by and large, the study also finds that many Pennsylvania public libraries provide these
and other benefits for their users and communities with extremely limited resources. In a number
of instances, the library relies on the good will and good graces of staff who give freely of
themsealves in providing pro bono time and resources to the library and on volunteer contributions
from members of the local community. During the study, library users often did not know or
understand the range of impacts and benefits that the library provided the community. Nor did
community residents understand that many of these impacts resulted from extremely dedicated
and hard-working library staff or that the local and state resources supporting these libraries did
not compensate staff for such extrawork. There seems to be little understanding of the resources
needed and the costs related to operating public libraries. Indeed, expectations of what public
libraries should be doing are often quite unrealistic given the fiscal redlities of these libraries.

The study should be seen as afirst step in identifying and describing the impacts resulting from
library programs, services, and collections. Later chapters in this report will detail these impacts,
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describe who uses public libraries, discuss the various methods that might be used to measure or
quantify these impacts, and offer recommendations to maximize these impacts. No attempt has
been made here to assign a dollar amount to the uses and impacts resulting from public library
use. Such efforts should be seen as a next step to this study and will require additional research
and study. Suffice to say here that for many residents in the state of Pennsylvania, the impacts
and benefits of public libraries are not well-understood, nor has the public library community
successfully articulated these impacts and their overall importance for users, local communities,
and the Commonwealth.

PUBLIC LIBRARY USE IN PENNSYLVANIA

Knowing who uses public libraries and what information and services they use are critical both
statewide and locally for planning and financing public library services. Knowing who uses what
provides arange of insights that can help the library better meet the needs of its users. Identifying
the users of public libraries, however, is not the same as identifying non-users. Thus, it is
important to stress that this study focuses on identifying and describing (1) users of public
libraries, (2) their uses of public library resources and services, and (3) the benefits or impacts
that result from such use. Baker and Lancaster (1991) offer an excellent discussion of the
differences, smilarities, and difficulties in conducting such studies.

This study particularly seeks to document the benefits and impacts that users receive from
their contact with public libraries. It is difficult to identify specific benefits and impacts from
individual library services as often there is a gestalt of benefits and impacts resulting from library
use over a number of visits. Nonetheless, a study of the Online at PA Libraries Project recently
completed by the authors suggests that a broad range of benefits resulted for library users of
public access Internet workstations. These benefits included obtaining information for work or
personal needs, promoting economic development, encouraging reading and literacy, and
expanding the size and nature of library collections (McClure and Bertot, 1997). Indeed, the
evaluation of the Online at PA Libraries project clearly indicated significant benefits and impacts
resulting from a relatively modest investment of $750,000 from Bell Atlantic to support the
purchase and operation of public access Internet workstations in some 200 Pennsylvania rural
public libraries.

Despite these and other traditional benefits that result from libraries, Pennsylvania public
libraries remain relatively poorly funded compared to public libraries in other states (“Librariesin
Distress,” 1997). Identifying and documenting not only the reasons people use libraries, but also
the impacts and benefits resulting from such use is an important component in justifying existing
and future expenditures to improve overall public library servicesin the state.

Currently, Pennsylvania public libraries are in a transition stage trying to both maintain arange
of traditional library services and move into the globa networked environment. As shown in the
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“Libraries in Distress’ article, most Pennsylvania public libraries are neither funded for nor
prepared to provide high quality services in both traditional and networked situations. Thus,
documenting the degree to which public libraries in Pennsylvania affect their users, identifying
specific benefits and impacts these users obtain, and understanding how users assess these impacts
is an important step in planning for the future development of these libraries.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON PUBLIC LIBRARY IMPACTS

Readers wishing to review additional background sources related to impacts from public
library services have a number of very useful sources. Two of the sources are valuable from a
bibliographic perspective as they offer excellent entry to the broad range of literature available on
the impacts of public libraries. The first, Dividends: The Value of Public Libraries in Canada
(Fitch and Warner, 1997), offers a bulleted summary of approximately 150 publications and
journal articles which pertain to the benefits derived from public library services. Vancouver
Public Library; Report on the Economic and Social Benefits of the Public Library (John, 1997)
has a similarly extensive bibliography and discusses, perhaps in greater detail than the previous
publication, the various possible impacts public libraries make. The impacts discussed in each
publication range from the educational to the cultural, economic, and democratic.

Two excellent sources are manuals designed to guide interested libraries through the process
of either creating greater impacts through the implementation of new or targeted services or to
guide libraries in measuring the impact of services aready in place. Helping Business—The
Library’'s Role in Community Economic Development (Blewes, 1997), details why it is
important for libraries to be involved in economic development in their communities and, step-by-
step, how to get started.

Helping Business discusses an extensive range of topics, including: how to become aware of
the needs of the business community, training the library staff who will be providing services to
business, examples of specific services libraries can create to ad community economic
development, and marketing the library’s new business services. Helping Business is a vauable
resource for libraries considering initiating services targeted to business or for libraries already
involved and seeking additional ideas for service. While its focusis on the services public libraries
may be able to provide for businesses, it can aso be used as a blueprint for forays into other
targeted service areas. The manua’s clear suggestions for needs assessment, hiring, training, and
collection development should be applicable across a wide variety of impact areas, not just
business.

The Library’'s Contribution to Your Community; A Resource Manual for Libraries to
Document their Social and Economic Contribution to the Local Community (IER Planning,
Research and Management Services, 1998) makes a valuable contribution to the discussion of
library service impacts by identifying and categorizing the wide variety of possible impacts public
libraries have on their communities. In addition to highlighting the depth and breadth of the
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library’s potential impacts in the community, the manua offers an important classification tool
ultimately useful in communicating the library’ s impacts to the public.

splits impacts first into social/personal and
economic categories. Within the social/personal category, impacts are further classed into
persona growth or development, community development, and support to community groups or
agencies, with the specific impacts classified under each subheading. Economic impacts are first
divided into those providing direct economic impacts, indirect economic impacts, and support to
local business or investors before being broken out into specific examples of each type.
Importantly, The Library’s Contribution to Your Community offers a systematic approach to
measuring each kind of impact and then offers guidance in communicating the findings to the
community. Since accountability to policymakers and taxpayers is crucia to maintaining public
support, the guidance found in this publication should aid in effective communication of the
benefits libraries provide, which are often not as visible to the community as they could be.

An introduction to the scholarly literature on the subject includes articles by Ellis (1994),
Holt, Elliott, and Dussold (1996), Sawyer (1996), and Welch (1994). Holt, Elliott, and Dussold
(1996) discuss the difficulty and importance of selecting a framework for quantifying the benefits
which arise from public investment in public libraries. Similarly, Ellis (1994) uses the experiences
of the High Point Public Library in High Point, North Carolina, in establishing a Business
Research Division as a jumping off point for a discussion of the appropriate way to measure
library service impacts. Sawyer (1996) and Welch (1994) detail specific contributions, often in
terms of dollars, public libraries make to their local communities in a geographic-specific context,
Sawyer in Ontario and Welch in North Carolina. Redlizing that it is possible to quantify at |east
some of the impacts public libraries make in terms of dollars, rather than in just subjective terms,
is important from a feasibility standpoint for libraries which may need to attempt to do the same.
In conclusion, a reading of these sources offers a good overview of impacts from public library
Services.

STUDY PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

The purpose of this study is to identify users of Pennsylvania public libraries and determine
their reasons for using the library. In addition, the study provides information describing the
impacts and benefits resulting to those users as a result of their contact with the public library.
More specifically, the study’ s objectives are to:

Describe these users in terms of their education, age, sex, and household income;
Determine the reasons for the use of the public library;
Understand how use of the public library is valuable or beneficia to these users; and
Describe the role of Pennsylvania public libraries in supporting economic development at
both the local and statewide level.
These objectives provide a basis for directing data collection activities that can then assist
policymakers, residents of Pennsylvania, and the larger public library community in improving
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statewide and loca public library planning and services devel opment.

RESEARCH METHOD

The study relies on a combined quantitative and qualitative data collection strategy that
included critical incident service logs by selected public service librarians, a statewide survey, site
visits with targeted focus groups of users and other community members, and follow-up phone
interviews with users, librarians, and local officials as appropriate. The study began in December
1997, and was completed in May 1998. Data collection activities occurred during February —
April 1998. The appendices contain additional detail as to data collection and methods.

Data Collection Efforts

Librarian Service Logs. With the assistance of the District Library Centers (DLCs), the
consultants identified two public service librarians, at two different high impact and active libraries
within the district, who kept a log of selected significant user benefits and impacts from their
public service work in the library. A significant benefit or impact is one that from the users
per spective markedly improved their personal, educational, economic, or other key aspect of their
lives, the benefit or impact may have had a dramatic effect such that the person was able to
accomplish something that otherwise could not have been done had he/she not obtained this
service from the library. The purpose of the log was for public service librarians to document and
describe incidents of high impact and benefits to users from using the public library. The
investigators administered this critical incident log during the end of January and early February
1998. Chapter 2 describes the findings from the service logs.

A second purpose of the logs was to identify a pool of potential users who might be willing to
participate in follow-up, in-depth telephone interviews with members of the study team. In effect,
the librarians screened users to identify those who believe they received important benefits from
the library that could be detailed, later, in an interview or focus group with members of the study
team.

Statewide Survey. The consultants developed a survey intended to identify basic demographic
information of library users, their assessment of benefits and impacts from library services, and
how such benefits might vary across type of library user. The survey was sent to al 625 state-
aided public library outlets during a one week period in March 1998. Libraries were asked to
administer at least 30 surveys during a one week period in March 1998 and return all completed
surveys to the investigators for data entry and analysis.  Of the 18,750 surveys sent to libraries,
13,653 (or a response rate of 72.8%) were returned to the investigators for analysis. Chapter 3
describes the survey effort in greater detail.

Site Visits and Focus Groups. The study team conducted targeted focus groups in various
sites throughout the state with (1) public library users to identify the services used in the library
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and the impact this use has made on other activities in which they are involved; (2) local officias
and other opinion leaders to determine their use of the library and the degree such use has
benefited the local community; and (3) library staff who assessed what they believed were the
major impacts resulting from public library services. A script for conducting these focus groups
was developed by the consultants. Chapter 2 describes the findings from the site visits.

The study team conducted some 30-40 focus group sessions at the ten sites. Three Site visits
occurred at an urban location (Central City (CC)), four at suburban locations (Metropolitan Area
but not in a Central City (NC)), and three in rural locations (Not in a Metropolitan Area (NO)).
These categories are based on Metropolitan Status Codes by the Federal State Cooperative
System (FSCS) as used in the 1997 National Survey of Public Libraries and the Internet (Bertot,
McClure, and Fletcher, 1997). Chapter 3 describes the site visits and focus groups in greater
detall.

Data Analysis

Some 40 librarians participated in the critical incident log survey providing some 400
descriptions of significant service. The investigators employed a content analysis technique to
code and analyze the responses (see Chapter 2). The investigators received 13,653 completed
surveys which were scanned and analyzed with standard statistical packages. Analysis of the
survey data consisted of conducting basic frequencies and percentages of responses as well as
cross tabulations, e.g., comparing urban to rura library use and impacts. The ten Ste visits
included interviews and focus groups with approximately 200 individuals. Each site visit was
individually reported and analyzed in terms of identifying impacts and understanding how library
services affected users of the library.

Analysis of the data resulting from the focus groups and the user logs were organized to "tell
the story” from users perspectives of:

The reasons they use the library;

The uses they make of the library in terms of services and resources;

The impacts and benefits that were realized by users as a result of using library services
and resources; and

The library’ s contributions to their educational, economic, and personal well-being .

The analysis and the story from the perspective of the users, opinion leaders in the community,
and the librarians provide a “redl life” look at the uses of and impacts from the library. In
addition, this qualitative data as reported in Chapter 3 provides (1) an important supplement and
extension to the data resulting from the survey, and (2) a means to identify information needs and
services from the vantage point of the users.

Quality of Data
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These data collection strategies allowed the study team to use multiple techniques to
accomplish study objectives and obtain quality data. Specific steps in the methodology and data
collection were based on proven approaches and strategies (e.g., Ross and Freeman, 1993;
Krueger, 1994; Creswell, 1994). Throughout the process appropriate steps were taken to ensure
the collection of reliable and valid data as per standard practice (Brinberg and McGrath, 1985).

STUDY PRODUCTSAND DISSEMINATION

The study results in a number of products that will have a range of benefits to the Office of
Commonweslth Libraries and othersin the state of Pennsylvania

Final Report. The final report details project activities including the data collection and
anaysis, findings, conclusions, and recommendations, and copies of all data collection
instruments. In addition, the report will provide specific suggestions for how the study can be
replicated or used in the future to obtain longitudinal data for purposes of comparison.

Interim Reports. Throughout the length of the study, the investigators provided the Office of
Commonwealth Libraries with a number of preliminary and interim reports that were used or
presented in various meetings or for delivery at professional conferences.

Data Collection Instruments and Instructions. The appendices provide copies of the various
data collection instruments and instructions used in the study. The Office of Commonwealth
Libraries may wish to replicate the study reported here or modify these instruments for future
use.

Database. The resultant database from the survey of Pennsylvania public libraries will be
given to the Office of Commonwealth Libraries with a codebook explaining its organization.
The Office of Commonwealth Libraries can then do additional analyses of the survey data as
needed or desired.

These study products provide the Office of Commonwedth Libraries, the public library
community, policymakers, and others interested in the state of public libraries in Pennsylvania
with baseline data that can then be used by al stakeholders to develop strategies to improve
public library funding and services across the state.

This final report will be made available through the ERIC Clearinghouse. The report will also
be made available in the very near future on the homepage of the Office of Commonweslth
Libraries <http://www.cas.psu.edu/docs/pde/libl.html>, and the authors intend on presenting
study findings at various professional associations and meetings during 1998.

BENEFITSAND IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

Given the relatively poor funding of public libraries in Pennsylvania as compared to other
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states, it is essentia to better understand:

Who uses Pennsylvania s public libraries?

For what purposes do Pennsylvanians use their public libraries? To what degree do they use
the libraries for economic purposes and for educationa purposes, including lifelong learning?
What is the impact of this use? How does this use affect Pennsylvanians with respect to their
educational, economic, and personal well-being?

What services and resources do Pennsylvanians want from their public libraries that they are
not able to obtain at this time?

The need for better, different, or new library services by users of public libraries provides an
important perspective on why current users may not continue to be usersin the future.

Findings from this study provides beginning answers to the above questions. The results also
provide baseline information by which the public library community can describe itself and its
benefits to policymakers, governing boards, and others who make decisions affecting public
library services. Such findings can then be used to develop both statewide and local strategies to
assess public library services provision with existing funding levels and to propose solutions.

Ultimately, public librarians, trustees, and the Office of Commonwealth Libraries must be able
to "make their case” to policymakers as to the uses, benefits, impacts, and needs of public libraries
in Pennsylvania. Whether that case has to do with funding, planning, technology development,
programming, or other services, it is essentia to have statewide data to support such decisions.
The data, findings, and recommendations offered in this report provide a beginning perspective to
make such decisions. Chapter 4 details selected issues and offers strategies for maximizing
impacts from Pennsylvania public libraries.

ORGANIZATION OF THE FINAL REPORT

This chapter provides a general introduction to the study, detailing its purpose and objectives.
It also provides an overview of the data collection techniques employed. Additiona detail on data
collection and methods are in the appendices with brief detail contained in the following chapters
that report on that specific data collection instrument.

Chapter 2 reports the findings from the site visits and the various focus groups and interviews
conducted at those sites. It aso reports findings from the critical incident survey logs completed
by librarians at selected libraries across the state. This chapter also summarizes selected key
issues from these two data collection activities. In short, this chapter intends to “tell the story” of
impacts and benefits from Pennsylvania public libraries from the perspective of the user.

Chapter 3 summarizes findings from the statewide user survey. The findings describe the
nature and demographic characteristics of users, the resultant impacts identified by participants
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from library services, and other findings such as differences in perceived impacts in rural versus
non-rural communities. Overall, Chapter 3 paints a picture of who users of public libraries arein
Pennsylvania, how these users identify and rank the importance of various impacts, and suggests
that perceived impacts from library services vary considerably by gender and by the ruralness of
the community being served.

Chapter 4 concludes the study by summarizing overall study findings. In addition, this chapter
identifies selected key issues and discusses those issues in terms of how the Pennsylvania public
library community might reconsider the role and importance of library impacts. The chapter
concludes with a number of recommendations that the Office of Commonwealth Libraries, public
librarians, and state/local policymakers may wish to consider as they continue planning for the
development of public library servicesin the state of Pennsylvania.

The study concludes with references, information about the authors, and a number of
appendices describing data collection activities. These data collection instruments and
instructions can be used and modified in the future to replicate the study or to provide a basis for
related types of data collection. The data and findings reported here, however, can be important
benchmark data to which future studies can be compared.
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CHAPTER 2
SITEVISITSAND CRITICAL INCIDENT LOGS

The study found multiple uses and impacts from public libraries in the state of
Pennsylvania. The investigators identified these various uses and impacts, in part, via two
qualitative methods employed by this study. The site visits included a number of focus
group sessons and other types of interviews of various groups a public libraries
throughout the state. The second activity was a content analysis of critical incidents logs
kept by public services personnel of libraries statewide. To a large degree, the intent of
this chapter is to report the uses, impacts, and benefits in the words of the library users.

SITEVISITS

The purpose of the site visits was to tell the story of library use in Pennsylvania from
the perspective of the library user. The information sought through the focus group
interviews include the following:

Why patrons use the library?

What library services and resources are used?

What benefits and impacts result from patrons use of services and resources?

What contributions do libraries make to the educational, economic and personal
well-being of its patrons?

The investigators selected the focus group interview method to yield a large amount of
qualitative information and insightful anecdotal data that would be difficult to obtain
otherwise, even from open-ended survey questions. This type of information describes the
individual, persona needs that public libraries fulfill. The investigators conducted 10 site
vigits that encompassed 43 focus group sessions or group interviews, and met with a total
of 240 people who participated in these sessions at the sites. Greater detail regarding the
method used to conduct the site visits and the various focus group sessions and interviews
appear in Appendix 2-A. Appendix 2-B is the interview script used for the focus group
sessions. Appendices 2-C and 2-D are the questionnaires administered during the focus
groups.

General Findings

Throughout the study, a number of key patterns emerged. Many of the patterns
resulted from patrons use of the libraries and many also offered implications for the
ingtitutions themselves and for the larger community. In any case, Pennsylvanias public
libraries are vita indtitutions that serve all Pennsylvania residents well. The primary
impacts and benefits of public libraries to Pennsylvania residents identified during this
study include:
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Promote local economic activity and devel opment;
Access and training to computers and the Internet;
Access the Web through Public Libraries;

Provide information;

Support to a demacratic society and promotion of civic responsibility;
Support to community agencies,

Give cradle-to-grave services,

Support of adult education;

Source of inexpensive leisure materials,

Support of local culture and the arts; and

Provide important services to children.

These as well as other areas of impacts are discussed in greater detail in the following
sections.

Libraries Promote Economic Development

Public libraries promote and encourage economic development in the communities in
which they are located. Pennsylvania public libraries provide a range of economic support
in that they bolster the economic prosperity of their communities, contribute to the
economic well-being of the businesses that surround them, improve the market worth of
their communities, support their local economies, benefit local businesses, and they offer
highly skilled and often highly technical jobs in an automated environment. As
summarized by |ER Planning, Research, and Management Services (1998, p. 53):

The library is frequently a resource to the corporate community. Information is
provided by means of direct response to reference requests; through the circulation of
business oriented periodicals and reports; through interlibrary loan and occasionally
with programs directed to the business community. Demographic information for
marketing purposes may be particularly important to businesses in smaller
communities who may not have access to these data from other sources. Businesses
can likely access information from the library in a more cost-effective manner than
from other sources. The information contributes to a wide range of business
decisions, including compliance with government procedures and regulations,
marketing, new product development, the development of business plans, improved
management practices, etc.

Pennsylvania public libraries provide economic impacts because they: 1) help people find
jobs, 2) exist as an important amenity for the community, 3) provide resources for local
businesses and governments, and 4) support and encourage entrepreneurship, small
businesses, the self-employed and home-based businesses.

McClure & Bertot 11 June 1998



Public Library Use in Pennsylvania: Identifying Uses, Benefits, and Impacts

Pennsylvania Public Libraries Help Residents Find Jobs

Public libraries are a key resource for job seekers in the state. Many of the libraries
that participated in the sSite visits also participated in the Workplace Program, a program
begun in 1986 through a grant from the Kellogg Foundation to provide resources for job-
seekers to make career decisions or to assist them in finding a job or planning a career.
Regardless of participation in this program, public libraries have been a chief source of job
and career information, a source of job listings, a place for the creation of resumes and
cover letters, a place where job seekers and students alike can research careers and job
qualifications, where interview candidates can find background information on their
potential employer for the interview, and where workers can gain computer skills to
qualify for better jobs.

For example, four participants of the Boyertown Community Library patron focus
groups aone, reported using the library to help get a job. One reported using the
computers to compose resumes and cover letters in looking for ajob. Another stated, “I
spent every day from the end of June through the end of September using the Internet and
reference material looking for a job. | did my resume here and, in fact, the Internet
connection that | used here got me my job.”

Many welfare-to-work programs make significant use of the public library as a
community-based resource avallable to their clients. They introduce their program
participants to library resources and some even require their participants to perform some
activity within a public library. Individuals who run such programs, who participated in
this study, stress the importance of public libraries as enabling individuals to help
themselves. They all expressed hopes that their clients would continue to use the library
because they viewed the institution as a vehicle of economic advancement for the
underprivileged.

A community leader who works for a company that trains welfare-to-work
participants, and who uses the Free Library of Philadel phia, stated:

We provide computer training for welfare-to-work and laid off workers. | try to
empower students to conduct an effective job search because that's the main objective
of the program - for them to get new skills and make themselves more marketable. In
doing that, we utilize the library's resources and the computers.... We aso utilize the
different publications to locate job leads and its been very helpful. It has helped
students to develop effective cover letters. They have something intelligent to say
about the employer from doing research at the library and weve been very
successful.... | think the Free Library has been instrumental in helping us reach our
bottom line.

Indeed, such contributions by the library do contribute to the bottom line for both the
individual and the city of Philadelphia. A "New Choices, New Options’ program of the
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A participant in the community leader session at the Free Library of Philadelphia, who
is the president of a community economic development organization, believes that the
mere presence of the library stabilizes and attracts patronage to commercia districts:

If you know Philadelphia neighborhoods at all, especialy some of the older
neighborhoods, commercial districts are in great transition and there are tremendous
chalenges they confront, the traditiona commercia district that serves the
neighborhood population. The library in our neighborhood serves as an anchor in that
commercia district.... It draws people to our commercia district.

The same participant claimed the library helps create an environment where formerly
failing commercia districts can thrive. He said, "you gotta have something that people
can tangibly wrap their hands around that promotes and provides positive activity and
gives citizens a reason to have positive interaction with their commercia district or any
areawhether commercial or residential. The library definitely does that."

In the smaller communities, the public library is often the only cultura and/or
educationa facility located in the community. The public library is the only source of
adult education and public meeting space. Additionaly, public libraries in Pennsylvania
frequently sponsor programs or events that draw people to the community from
surrounding areas. They add to the prestige of their communities.

In the small town of Montrose, the Susquehanna County Historical Society and Free
Library is an amenity that developers use to attract development and businesses to the
community. According to the county planning director:

When businesses want to move here, they want to know not only what are the tax
advantages and where is your cheap land, but they want to know what the quality of
lifeis. How good are the schools, where is the nearest library, where is the nearest fire
station? We don't have a public sewer al over the place, we don't have natural gas that
attracts industry, we don't have roads that are straight.

With such deficiencies in mind, the library as an amenity becomes very important to the
quality of life of the community and to the types of business and development that the area
can attract. One person, recently relocated to Susguehanna County, confirms this. "we
came from a town where the library was well-endowed... the kids were a part of the
library [of the city of previous residence] and when they moved here their first question
was, 'where is the library and when can we go to story hour?"

Pennsylvania Public Libraries Are Resources
for Local Businesses and Governments

Pennsylvania public libraries provide library resources and support to local businesses
and governments. Many corporations in the areas where the interviews were conducted
either did not have or chose not to retain their own corporate libraries. The public
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libraries have become the corporate libraries providing critical information resources or
very important information that is vital to the smooth functioning and expansion of
business. In the same vein, public libraries help individuas involved in the locd
government conduct research that helps them govern more effectively and helps them
better understand social issues and issues important to their constituency.

Informally, many, many individual workers use the public library resources to help
them do their jobs better and to increase their work productivity. From school teachers
who find materials to support their curriculums to the transportation director who
reported using library resources to compose a white paper, public libraries are an
indispensable tool to help people become more productive and to perform better on their
jobs.

For example, the Allentown Public Library helps support local businesses by providing
information services to their employees. A former Pennsylvania Power & Light executive
stated:

My public library has been, and continues to be, a magjor building block in my life. |
lived at the library as achild. Now, in early retirement and as a private consultant, the
library is my sole source for business research. It is also the one place where | can
concentrate, use on-line services and stay in touch with the world.

A Salisbury School Board member and attorney reported:

My clients are generally amazed and pleased that | appear completely familiar with
their situation. They assume I've had personal experience. There is no way | could
possibly have experienced al the problems presented to me, but | have read about
practically everything a my public library. My professional success comes from my
reading.

One employee tells of using the library to upgrade his computer skills by reading
computers books that he borrowed from the library. He stated: “I learned how to
upgrade and use computers from books from the library and, o and behold, the boss says
the other day, ‘you know we need someone in-house to maintain al these computers' and
| said, ‘you know, | can do that.”” A city transit administrator who attended the business
luncheon used the library reference staff and resources to help write a white paper about
regional transportation issues. He claimed that the library was indispensable in completing
the paper.

A postal processing center was located near Allentown a few years ago. The workers
at the center do repetitive tasks in barcoding the mail. They found that listening to
audiobooks while working actually improved the productivity of the workers and
decreased the number of processing errors.  As a result now, twenty to twenty-five
employees of the center check out audiobooks every single day. Most of the audiobook
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collection remains in perpetua circulation - there is not enough physical space to house it
in the event that most of it returned to the library.

Even though it primarily serves the community’s interest in current topics and titles,
the Boyertown Community Library supports the special libraries of local businesses. One
Boyertown patron related that she worked in an engineering library and that the public
library provided great assistance to her employer by helping her use her time more
effectively:

| am the only person working in the library and I’'m not there full-time...This library
has helped me enormoudly...when | first started working and | needed something for
the engineers that our library didn't have, | used to have to cal five, ten, fifteen
libraries...and it would take a whole day then to find out what | can now find out in
five minutes. And that’s one thing | really appreciate. I1t's so close and so handy and
they have aso helped me get interlibrary loans which has freed me up to do other
work. They have helped me with major research projects because there were times
when | needed long lists of articles and they would send in the photocopy requests for
me.

An example of a resource that promotes economic development is that of the
Foundation Center. The Foundation Center of the Free Library of Philadelphiais affiliated
with the National Foundation Center. The center has resources on fundraising,
philanthropy and proposal writing, non-profit management, grantsmanship, and planning
for non-profit organizations. The Foundation Center really makes a difference in the ability
to get funding for non-profit enterprises. A library staff member who works at the
foundation center said, "our specia collection is the only nonprofit resource center of its
type in the five county region. We have a big impact on the capacity of small groups to
obtain funding information.” The resources are very popular. She continued:

We have basic grantsmanship orientation classes every Tuesday to train people how to
obtain grants from private funding. Those are very popular and occasionally we have
big seminar programs and we get a speaker to come in. Everything we do is extremely
popular because everyone needs money...we get overwhelming demand. We only have
one and a half staff members, we have 600 to 800 people a month who use the
Foundation Center. Any program that we do isfilled to capacity.

There were many testimonials to the impact of the Foundation Center at the Free
Library focus groups. A community leader who is a pastor, finds the library instrumental
in supporting his economic development foundation's work:

The work that we do and how it connects to the library involves a wide variety of
intersections. We do training of entrepreneurs in our neighborhood, we utilize the
library to enhance our clients skills in business plan development through research on
the products that their businesses are trying to launch. We aso do some research on
marketing technique.
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A community leader who worked at a Pennsylvania chapter of a national non-profit
organization declared that the resources of the Foundation Center were invauable in their
ability to raise funds because of the research resources. She states. “| would say that just
in Southeastern Pennsylvania alone, we raised about half a million dollars a year in grants,
they dl involve homework and we do that here [at the Free Library]." Another
community leader who heads a non-profit that promotes economic development said:
"Throughout the history of our organization, which goes back to 1979, our fundraising
and our grant development and our capacity to attract dollars is directly attributed to our
connection with the Foundation Center. Thisiswhere folks in our organization learned to
write grants.”

There is a smilar service offered a the Carnegie Library in Pittsburgh. The
testimonials as to the importance and impact of such services were very similar as to those
offered at Philadel phia

The James V. Brown Library at Williamsport has a service-oriented staff that is
actively serving the business community through staffing, special programming, and
resources. There is a dedicated business librarian on the library staff. There is dso a
business collection that is housed in its own room. The library has special programming
for the business community. There is a monthly Business Breakfast program that was
established in 1995 and has had an attendance of over 600 people. The purpose of the
Business Breakfast program is to acquaint members of the business community with the
library business collection; there is usualy a seminar or speaker; and recent topics have
included outsourcing, how to start a business, job-hunting via the Internet, using Power
Pointd , and company intelligence on the Web. Also serving the business interests of the
community, are specia career resources. This library participates in the Workplace
Program and thus provides materials such as resume software, word processing software,
career/skills assessment software, and a computer and printer. There is a job/career
collection that is aso housed in its own room.

The Bellwood-Antis Public Library is a key resource for local small businesses in the
Bellwood area. According to one patron, “I own my own business and the library has
been invaluable to me for research purposes, copies, and tax information.” A library
patron who is aso on the Antis Township Planning Commission reports that the library is
truly an asset and regrets that it is not bigger. The library contains two fully-equipped
community rooms that local businesses can rent for business purposes such as
presentations, meetings, and small conferences for a nominal fee. The rooms are equipped
for business needs with a dry-erase board and projection screen. Both rooms are wired
for teleconferencing and Internet access. These rooms both have a kitchenette and dining
service for over forty. The rooms can be accessed during hours even when the library is
closed. The library istrying to strategically market their space - they have identified three
hundred small businesses in their immediate area that they believe do not have conference
room resources.
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Public libraries assist local government representatives. Loca government benefits
from the resources of the library such as at the Free Library of Philadelphia. A member of
the staff of a city councilman attests to the value of the library to the councilman she
serves. "Weve used the library for a full range of research pertaining to current social
issues and other legidative concerns in order to back up positions we might take - we use
the library and it has worked very, very well for us." The resources of the library enable
the government process to run more smoothly and enable political leaders to be informed
about issues and to help them craft good policy. The councilman's staff member states, "I
would tell my staff to know everything that is available in the library because that is the
kind of down and dirty street work you do in a political office. People calling up with
problems and any resource that you can grab and shape to assist people is realy what we
need."

Pennsylvania Public Libraries Support and Encourage Entrepreneurs,
the Self Employed, Small Businesses, and Home-Based Businesses

Public libraries in Pennsylvania directly support entrepreneurs, individuals who are
self-employed, such as consultants, small businesses, and home-based businesses. Most of
the public libraries visited had some resources on starting businesses such as writing
business plans, basic accounting techniques, basic budgeting for small businesses, basic
management, fundraising, marketing, managing non-profits, and strategic planning. Many
libraries had specia programs for business people to better inform them of the library's
business resources and better equip them for starting or running their businesses. A large
range of business endeavors are supported by public libraries, from agrarian pursuits to
high-tech start-ups; libraries make a valuable contribution to nearly every type of firm.

A freelance writer uses a branch of the Dauphin County Library System to assist both
her own business and her husband's as well as to save money. She offered the following
testimonial:

During the chaos of moving [from California to Pennsylvania] and renovating, |
counted on the library's Internet access to give me a clean, quiet place to work. | was
able to complete a $1200 research project during that time period for a West Coast
client by using the library's Internet access. | would have had difficulty completing the
project without use of the library at that time; my home computer was not even
unpacked yet.

She continued by stating:

| have made numerous requests for books through the interlibrary loan service.
Severa of the books were needed for articles | was working on, but | also needed
severa to assist me in running my husband's fine art photography business. The books
requested were expensive and hard-to-find in stores. By requesting them through
interlibrary loan, we saved several hundred dollars in the cost of the books, and were
able to find information which saved us at least $2,000. In total, the library saves me
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severa thousand dollars a year in outright costs since | don't have to purchase many
expensive reference items and books, and the library helps me earn severa thousand
dollars a year by giving me access to materias and expertise which help to expand my
business. I'd like to add that | was completely surprised by this - one of my concerns
about moving to our rather isolated farm was that | would be so far from a major
library. | was truly shocked to find that so many of my needs were met by the
comparatively small Elizabethville branch, which is only 10 minutes from my home.

The investigators heard numerous testimonials such as this one at virtually al the site
vigits.

Some individuals directly owed their livelihoods to the public library. Many writers
who did not have access to university collections depended on the public library. Some
business owners or entrepreneurs depended on the library's computers to type their
business plan or to create their business paperwork such as flyers, business cards,
letterhead, and signs.

Small business owners use the James V. Brown Public Library as their own company
business libraries. One Internet business owner said:

When | started my business two years ago, | had the computer background, but not
the business background...so main resources were SCORE and a lot of visits to the
library...l got books on basic accounting to marketing - you name it...when | run into
anew business problem..., | know it [a solution to the problem] is here.

Another participant agreed, stating that many years ago, when he first assumed control of
his family’s business, he didn't know the difference between a debit and a credit and
clearly remembers using the James V. Brown library to get the definition of
“depreciation.” Such information is vital in the administration of small businesses. A local
Williamsport banker confirmed that the library is an excellent resource in starting a new
business. He related that frequently customers apply for business loans yet do not have a
business background. He often suggests that they go to the library and find out how to
start a business and run it before applying for aloan. Thus, the library helps reinforce the
establishment of solid businesses in the community. This sentiment was borne out by a
businesswoman who started a local publication and credits the library: “I used the library
to develop my business plan which helped me to obtain financing.”

The Ludington Library has provided resources that have helped to start several small
businesses in its area. For instance, one business owner directly attributes the library with
helping him establish his Internet business; he learned a lot about the Internet at the library
and after he decided to start his business, he used the library Internet connection to get his
business started. Another patron stated: “| started a business fifteen years ago and relied
exclusively on the library to start. My business employs twenty-five people now.”
Participants at a number of other libraries, especially the Carnegie Library in Pittsburgh
credited the public library directly for their successin starting a business.
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Finaly, the public library provides an inexpensive marketing opportunity for some
businesses. In some libraries, artists can exhibit their artwork and writers can give
lectures, thereby providing exposure to their creative enterprises. Such efforts provide an
important mix of cultura benefits to the community and vighbility for start-up
entrepreneurs.

Emerging Computer and Information Technology
Has Been Simultaneously a Boon and Bane for Public Libraries

Pennsylvania libraries, in general, have been quick to embrace computer and
information technology after perceiving the enormous benefit of such resources. In many
communities, especialy poor or rurad communities, libraries can easily provide the only
inexpensive access available in the area.

Web, online, CD-Rom, and other technology-based information resources have
opened up new worlds of information to patrons and have dramatically expanded the
amount and quality of library service provided and increased the speed in which it can be
provided. Demand for computer resources in most Pennsylvania libraries studied has
outstripped supply and more resources are desperately needed for continuous upgrading
and maintenance of technological resources. All libraries would benefit from increased
staffing to handle the overwhelming amount of work that technology improvements have
precipitated, as well as increased and better training opportunities for library staff.

Beyond simple access to computers, libraries provide tremendous amounts of training
to Pennsylvania residents of all ages. Public libraries provide their training in a wide
variety of ways that meet virtually every learning style. Many of the libraries studied
offered group demonstrations and classes, one-on-one instruction, computer books, and
computer training videos. Better yet, library staff were generally available to help patrons
with their individual problems as the patrons encountered them. Library staff were eager
to share with patrons everything they themselves had learned about computers. Public
libraries have proven to be an excellent technology training outlet for masses of
Pennsylvania residents.

Access to computers and technology has a myriad of ancillary benefits. having
software to develop and type one's resume helps one to obtain a job, having access to
hedlth information on the Internet enables one to make more informed health-related
decisions, having access to computers and being provided with training helps one keep
one's skills up-to-date. Some of the library services noted at the various sites include the
following:

Access to computer applications such as word processors, spreadsheets, and
educational software;
Exposure and access to Internet resources, especialy the World Wide Web;
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Training to the public in many learning settings - from large group demonstrations
to one-on-one hands-on instruction;

Providing basic training and exposure to technology for a better trained workforce;
Providing a baseline education for consumers in thelr computer purchases and A
place for patrons to test software and hardware before they make a computer
purchase;

Training to specia groups who may have specia learning issues with regard to
technology such as seniors and children;

Providing expert online and database searching for even the computer savvy;

In the Carnegie Library and others, providing space on the World Wide Web for
non-profit and community organizations for a homepage,

Enabling technology that delivers information resources to the differently-abled
such as the deaf and the blind;

Providing quicker and easier access to specialized information in digital media
which sometimes has advantages over print media; and

Introducing technology to many Pennsylvania residents who have a fear of
computers and how to use them.

These are important and significant activities as residents of Pennsylvania move into the
global networked environment. Public libraries provide access to high-tech resources to a
broad public with a “high human touch” approach. Further, many residents, said the
public library was their only place to have free access to the Internet and networked
information resources.

The Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh and its branches provide access to the Internet to
many in its service community.  One participant stated:

The literacy issueisabig issue. Libraries are tutoring sites for adult learners, they are
tutoring sites for students who do not have another place to go after school. In our
region, and perhaps throughout the Commonwealth, there is a widening gap between
people with means and people without means, and | think it’s critically important that
the low income people have access to technology. Because that will be akiller for low
income people - for them to get left behind. Libraries in their neighborhood provide
computer training, not only the computer itself, but also the training to learn the
technology that is going to be essential, and in the long run, that’s a huge savings for
the people of the Commonwealth and also their parents.... This library does a good
job of making sure that the computer training of the children involves a caregiver.

Similar comments were made by focus group participants at the other sites visited by the
investigators.

A library patron of Ludington Library, who is also a graduate student, eloquently
described the role of public libraries in proving access and training on the Internet in the
following manner, after reflecting upon his own experiences in using the Internet and in his
attempts to help other library patrons:
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We are at a point where some young kids are learning about it [the Internet] in school
but there's this universe opening up that so many people know absolutely nothing
about and, worse than knowing nothing about it, they're very intimidated. It's not just
amatter of information, it's a matter of being supported in hooking into this scary new
thing....It's very important [to introduce the community to the Internet] and it takes a
lot of time. There's no way around it. It takes a live human and they have to have
time to listen to what the person is confused about and help them figure it out and
show them how to do something and that's extremely important and probably always
will be important. But right now there's such a large number of people out there who
the library is going to be their first maybe only introduction and access to the Internet.

But many of the librarians indicated that they were “swamped” with demands for training
and use of equipment. One said, “we simply do not have enough trained staff or
computing equipment to stay up with the demand from our patrons.”

More than just providing access, the library staff helps to increase the utility of
computer-based information sources. They provide a value added to the information. A
patron from one of the Carnegie Library branches said:

What | am beginning to see on the Internet is that there is so much information now
that if you look up atopic, and if you can't refine the topic, you can take hours trying
to get what you want. | have discovered talking to the library professional who is
there, in person, has often cut right through all that growing morass that's happening
on the Internet. That's one advantage of having a facility with human beings there who
are professionals and who can do better than the Internet [search engines| in some
ways in refining your search and getting more efficiently at what you want.

In short, the need for trained librarians to work with patrons in this network environment
islikely only to increase in the immediate future.

Web Accessthrough Public Libraries

The advent of widespread use of the World Wide Web, has dramatically impacted the
quality and type of services offered by Pennsylvania public libraries. Pennsylvania public
libraries have come to depend on the Web to supplement traditional library services such
as reference, as well as to provide new services such as Internet access to worldwide
information. The use of the Web in Pennsylvania public libraries have had the following
impacts on the public. Web usage has:

Provided free, public access to the Web as well as providing some free training and
troubleshooting;

Ushered arenewed interest in the library as a community resource;

Raised the level of expectation that the library patrons have of their libraries and of
the library service that they receive (in terms of speed of availability of resources
and access to more resources);
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Created new roles for public libraries (e.g. as a non-profit Internet Service
Provider in the case of Three Rivers Freenet and as a de facto Web training
facility, etc.);

Improved overal library service by providing access to global networked
information resources and services,

Supported a range of educational programming in the state’s schools with training
and use of resources available on the Web;

Made loca community resources to be known and accesible to the larger state,
national, and global environment;

Served as a link between the people of the state and local/state government
officials, resources, and services,

Promoted the Internet to a sometimes skeptical public and provided initial
exposure to the Web to the genera public (many of whom, would have little other
chance of exposure);

Increased the value of the Pennsylvania workforce by providing training in basic
and advanced computer skills; and

Increased the competitiveness and effectiveness of individual citizens and loca
businesses in an increasingly global, information-based economy.

The city of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County have been particularly visionary and
aggressive in providing their region with innovative Web-based resources that enhance the
well-being of the region’s residents. The Electronic Information Network (EIN) and the
Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh’s Three Rivers Freenet are two key resources.

The Electronic Information Network (EIN) has the stated objective to “provide the
public libraries in Allegheny County with the hardware, software and
telecommuni cations equipment... The network will consist of 1,100 workstations to be
located in libraries throughout the county.” The EIN has several, well-defined
purposes; the purposes are:

1.

2.

3.

Allow public libraries and their patrons to have equitable access to information
which educates, informs and entertains,

Create a state-of-the-art telecommunications infrastructure that is critical for
attracting high-tech businesses and industries;

Creates an electronically integrated library system that allows libraries to share
their library collections and permits them to access a cost-effective tool for the
enhancement of library management; and

Allow citizens to access a system that is easy to use, search local library catalogs,
search countywide library catalogs, search over 1,000 library cataogs on the
Internet, search databases of specidized lists for reference, summaries and
complete texts of published work, and to search databases of pictures, maps,
graphs and charts.

Two focus group libraries were members of the EIN - the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh
and the Mt. Lebanon Public Library.
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As an example, the Three Rivers Free-