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JUNE 30, 2014

7 surprises about libraries in our surveys
BY LEE RAINIE (HTTP://WWW.PEWRESEARCH.ORG/AUTHOR/LRAINIE/)

The Pew Research Center’s studies (http://libraries.pewinternet.org/) about libraries and where they fit in the lives of their
communities and patrons have uncovered some surprising facts about what Americans think of libraries and the way they use
them. As librarians around the world are gathered in Las Vegas for the American Library Association’s annual conference, here
are findings that stand out from our research, our typology of public library engagement
(http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/13/library-engagement-typology/) and the quiz we just released that people can take to see
where they compare with our national survey findings: What kind of library user are you?
(http://www.pewinternet.org/quiz/library-typology/)

(http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2013/12/11/libraries-in-
communities/) Each time we ask about library use, we find that

those ages 65 and older are less likely to have visited a library
(http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2013/12/11/libraries-in-communities/) in
the past 12 months than those under that age. Equally as interesting
is the fact that younger Americans (those ages 16-29) are just as likely
to be library users as those who are older.

Although 10% of Americans have never used a library, they
think libraries are good for their communities. We’ve identified

this group of library users as “Distant Admirers,”
(http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/13/non-engagement/)  and they are
the majority of the nearly 15% of Americans ages 16 and older who have
never been to a library. Despite their lack of personal use of libraries,
their positive views of libraries might stem from the fact that 40% of
Distant Admirers report that someone else in their household is a
library user. About two-thirds of them or more say libraries are
important because they promote literacy and reading, that they play an
important role in giving everyone a chance to succeed and they improve the quality of life in a community. Finally, 55% say the
loss of the local library would be a blow to the community.
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(http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/01/16/e-reading-rises-as-device-
ownership-jumps/) E-book reading is rising but just 4% of

Americans (http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/01/16/e-reading-rises-as-
device-ownership-jumps/) are “e-book only” readers. The incidence of
e-book reading has been steadily climbing during the course of our
libraries research. It now stands at 28% of the population who have
ever read an e-book. But this has not really affected the number of
those who read printed books. The vast majority of e-book readers
also enjoy printed books.

Those who read both e-books and printed books prefer
reading in the different formats under different

circumstances. One of the reasons many book lovers read in both
printed and e-book formats is that they feel each format has its own
virtues. In a head-to-head competition, people prefer e-books to
printed books when they want speedy access and portability, but print
wins out when people are reading to children and sharing books with
others. When asked about reading books in bed, the verdict is split:
45% prefer reading e-books in bed, while 43% prefer print.

(http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2012/06/22/part-2-where-people-
discover-and-get-their-books/) One of the big concerns in the

publishing industry about selling e-books to libraries
is that allowing free access to e-books through
libraries might eat into book sales. In fact, Pew
Research data show that those who use libraries are
more likely than others to be book buyers and
actually prefer to buy books, rather than borrow
them. Among the 78% of Americans 16 years and
older who had read a book in the previous year,
according to a survey we did in 2011, a majority of
print readers (54%) and readers of e-books (61%)
said they prefer to purchase their own copies of these
books rather than borrow them from somewhere
else.

One of the foundational principles of librarians
is supporting the privacy of patrons. Librarians

have long resisted keeping or sharing records of the
book-borrowing or computer-using activities of their
patrons. However, in the age of book-
recommendation practices on all kinds of websites,
many patrons are comfortable with the idea of
getting recommendations from librarians based on
their previous book-reading habits. In a 2012
survey (http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2013/01/22/part-4-what-people-want-from-their-libraries/) , 64% of respondents said they
would be interested in personalized online accounts that provide customized recommendations for books based on their past
library activity. Some 29% said they would be “very likely” to use a service if it were made available by their library.
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Lee Rainie (http://www.pewresearch.org/author/lrainie/) is Director of the Pew Research Center’s Internet &
American Life Project.

Many librarians are struggling to figure out how to think about their book collections in the digital age. The responses in a
2013 survey was the most divided verdict we got in the range of changes in the library world that we probed. Some 20%

of respondents said libraries should “definitely” make changes with the ways they arrange their books, such as moving
some print books and stacks out of public locations to free up more space for tech centers, reading rooms and cultural events,
according to our 2013 survey. However, 36% said libraries should “definitely not” make those changes and 39% said
libraries should “maybe” consider moving some books and stacks.

16 Comments

Alberto Herrera Jr. • 1 month ago (#comment-496237)

I always find your survey results very interesting. By formulating your question to ask if people have visited a library, you may be

understating library use in the 21st century. Public libraries are portals for database use from home; parents may help their

children with homework using library-provided databases without actually going to the library. The “visiting” phrasing also may

understate library use by senior citizens. In Wisconsin the Wisconsin Talking Book and Braille Library serves the entire state

through the Milwaukee Public Library which in cooperation with the Library of Congress makes machines and recorded books

available by mail. Thanks for caring.

Reply

Amanda • 1 month ago (#comment-494984)

That’s a sharp way of thkining about it.

Reply

Kathy Tiffany • 2 months ago (#comment-491286)

I have mobility issues, it is an effort to physically access the library. So, most of the time I download e-books and audio books. —

Last year, my husband spent 4 months in assisted living, regaining his ability to walk. In a shared room with a single TV, his

Kindle allowed him to watch ‘his’ TV choice and to choose his own library books. He had to wear what the aides picked out, eat

whatever the kitchen was serving, exercise when he was taken to the therapy room, so he cherished the times he could return to

adulthood and make his own choices!

Reply

Patrick • 2 months ago (#comment-490887)

I once enjoyed going to the library, but in the past 20 years it seems that libraries are no longer harbinger of resources. The last

time I went to the library the niose and distractions were more than I could tolerate. My library is now offering free lunches during

the summer months making a bad situation much worse.
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