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Library usage up in wake of recession

New studies highlight use, value of libraries

as Americans celebrate National Library Week

(Chicago) Two new national studies released today show that Americans are using their libraries more than ever, and 91 percent of adults believe public libraries will play an important role in the future, despite all of the information available on the Internet.  

The studies were commissioned by Chicago-based American Library Association (ALA) as part of its five-year Campaign for America’s Libraries for release during National Library Week 2002, April 14-20.  The ALA, with more than 64,000 members, is the voice of America’s libraries and the millions of people who depend on them.

Librarians have long believed that when the economy goes down, public library use goes up.  But no one has been able to substantiate this belief with data – until now.  The ALA contracted with the University of Illinois Library Research Center (LRC) to study library use over the last five years at the 25 U.S. public libraries serving populations of 1 million or more.  Using data from 18 of those large libraries, the study found that circulation has increased significantly since March 2001, when the National Bureau of Economic Research pegged the beginning of the latest recession.  Using statistical analysis, the LRC found that circulation in March 2001 was 8.3 percent higher than would be expected from the trend observed since January 1997.  Following the events of September 11, circulation in October 2001 exceeded the trend by 11.3 percent.

“This data confirms what librarians have seen from experience – that in times of economic difficulties people turn to their libraries and librarians,” said ALA President John W. Berry.  “Libraries are America's great information equalizers – the only place people of all ages and backgrounds can find and freely use such a diversity of resources, along with the expert guidance of librarians.”

(more)

In fact, in a separate survey also released today, the ALA found that, overwhelmingly, adults are satisfied with their public libraries (84 percent compared to 7 percent who were not satisfied). While current public library spending per capita is $25, more than half of those polled believe $26 to $100 per capita should be spent to support libraries.  With more than 16,000 public library outlets, librarians have an extensive reach in most communities nationwide.  More than 80 new public library buildings opened last year, representing an estimated nationwide investment of $414 million, according to ALA Executive Director William R. Gordon.

KRC Research & Consulting conducted the “@ your library(: Attitudes Toward Public Libraries” study, which polled about 1,000 adult Americans in a national random-sample telephone survey conducted March 8-11.  The estimated margin of error is 3 percent.  The survey also found:

· Of adults visiting libraries, those aged 25-34 visit the most often – 24 times per year.  On average library users head to the library an average of 13 times a year;

· More than two-thirds of adults with children under 18 say they visit libraries with their children;

· Sixty-two percent of adult Americans say they have a library card.  Adults with children are most likely to have a library card (73 percent);

· The library is most often used for educational purposes (46 percent), followed by entertainment (41 percent).

In addition to asking Americans about their library habits, the survey also sought to gauge

public perceptions of libraries.  The ALA found that:

· 91 percent believe libraries are changing and dynamic places with a variety of activities for the whole family;

· 90 percent believe libraries are places of opportunity for education, self-help and offer free access to all;

· 88 percent agreed libraries are unique because you have access to nearly everything on the Web or in print, as well as personal service and assistance in finding it

· 83 percent believe free people need free libraries; and libraries and librarians play an essential role in our democracy and are needed now more than ever; and

· 81 percent agreed that librarians are techno-savvy and on the forefront of the Information Age.


First sponsored in 1958, National Library Week is a national observance sponsored by ALA and libraries across the country each April. It is a time to celebrate the contributions of our nation's libraries and librarians and to promote library use and support. Last year during National Library Week, First Lady Laura Bush launched @ your library(, The Campaign for America’s Libraries, a five-year public education campaign sponsored by the ALA to speak loudly and clearly about the value

(more)

of libraries and librarians in the 21st century. Thousands of libraries - public, school, academic and special - in all 50 states and the District of Columbia are participating in the campaign.  The newest phase of the campaign, Rediscover America @ your library( launches this week with librarians taking to the airwaves discussing the critical role libraries play in America’s democracy.  For more information on this initiative, visit www.ala.org/@yourlibrary/rediscoverAmerica. 


For more information on the surveys and National Library Week, go to http://www.ala.org/pio/nlw/nlw2002/intro.html.
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