
 

Library Use in the Digital Age 
 

Visited the library in-person in the past year 
Among all Americans ages 16+, the percentage who have visited a library or bookmobile in 
person in the past 12 months within each demographic group 

 
 % who have visited a library or 

bookmobile in person in the past year 

All Americans ages 16+   53% 

a Men (n=1,059) 48 

b Women (n=1,193)   59a 
Race/ethnicity  

a White, Non-Hispanic (n=1,572)   53c 

b Black, Non-Hispanic (n=243) 55 

c Hispanic (n=277) 46 
Age  

a 16-17 (n=101)    62de 

b 18-29 (n=369) 57e 

c 30-49 (n=586)   59de 

d 50-64 (n=628) 51e 

e 65+ (n=531)  40 
Household income  

a Less than $30,000/yr (n=629) 51 

b $30,000-$49,999 (n=363)   58a 

c $50,000-$74,999 (n=314) 56 

d $75,000+ (n=567) 57 
Education attainment  

a No high school diploma (n=254) 43 

b High school grad (n=610) 46 

c Some College (n=562)    58ab 

d College + (n=812)    63ab 
Parent of minor  

a Parent (n=584)   64b 

b Non-parent (n=1,667) 49 
Urbanity  

a Urban (n=721) 53 

b Suburban (n=1,090) 55 

c Rural (n=440) 52 
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What people do at libraries 

Among those who have visited a library or bookmobile in the past 12 months, the % who have done the 
following activities 
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Borrow a music CD

Borrow or download an audio book

Attend a class, program, or lecture for adults

Attend a meeting of a group

Read or check out printed magazines or
newspapers

Borrow a DVD or videotape of a movie or TV
show

Attend or bring a younger person to a class,
program, or event designed for children or teens

Use a research database

Sit, read, and study, or watch or listen to media

Get help from a librarian

Research topics of interest

Browse the shelves for books or media.

Borrow print books
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Library website users 
Among all Americans ages 16+, the percentage who have ever visited a 
library website 

  % who have ever visited a 
library website 

All Americans ages 16+   39% 

a Men (n=1,059) 33 

b Women (n=1,193)   44a 
Race/ethnicity  

a White, Non-Hispanic (n=1,572)  39c 

b Black, Non-Hispanic (n=243) 40 

c Hispanic (n=277) 31 
Age  

a 16-17 (n=101)    47de 

b 18-29 (n=369)    48de 

c 30-49 (n=586)    47de 

d 50-64 (n=628)  32e 

e 65+ (n=531)  19 
Household income  

a Less than $30,000/yr (n=629) 30 

b $30,000-$49,999 (n=363)   37a 

c $50,000-$74,999 (n=314)   44a 

d $75,000+ (n=567)       52abc 
Education attainment  

a No high school diploma (n=254) 24 

b High school grad (n=610) 22 

c Some College (n=562)    44ab 

d College + (n=812)      60abc 
Parent of minor  

a Parent (n=584)   46b 

b Non-parent (n=1,667) 36 
Urbanity  

a Urban (n=721)   41c 

b Suburban (n=1,090)   41c 

c Rural (n=440) 28 
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How library websites are used 
When they were on the sites, users sampled a wide variety of library services and there tended 
to be little variance by different demographic categories. Of those 25% of Americans who went 
to a library website in the past 12 months:  

• 82% of them searched the library catalog for books (including audiobooks and e-books), 
CDs, and DVDs.  

• 72% got basic library information such as the hours of operation, location of branches, 
or directions. 

• 62% reserved books (including audiobooks and e-books), CDs, and DVDs. 

• 51% renewed a book, DVD, or CD. Those ages 30-49 and parents of minor children are 
especially likely to have done this. 

• 51% used an online database. Those ages 18-29 are particularly likely to have done this.  

• 48% looked for information about library programs or events. Those ages 50-64 are 
especially likely to do this.  

• 44% got research or homework help. 

• 30% read book reviews or got book recommendations. 

• 30% checked whether they owed fines or paid the fines online. Those ages 30-49 are 
particularly likely to have done this.  

• 27% signed up for library programs and events. 

• 22% borrowed or downloaded an e-book. 

• 6% reserved a meeting room. 

  



 
 

5 
 

26% of those ages 16 and older use the internet at the library 

• 66% of those who used the internet at a library in the past 12 months did research for 
school or work.  Hispanics, rural residents, and people ages 16-49 are especially likely to 
say they did this activity. 

• 63% say they browsed the internet for fun or to pass the time. African-Americans and 
Hispanics are more likely than whites to report this internet use, as are those ages 18-
29.  

• 54% say they used email. Women are more likely than men to say this, as are those ages 
18-49. 

• 47% say they got health information.  

• 41% say they visited government websites or got information about government 
services. People living in households earning less than $30,000 are especially likely to 
report this use. 

• 36% say they looked for jobs or applied for jobs online. African-Americans are the most 
likely to report this activity. In addition, those ages 18-49, those who live in cities, high 
school graduates, and those in households earning less than $50,000 are also more 
likely than others to use library computers this way. 

• 35% say they visited social networking sites. Those ages 16-29 are especially likely to 
report this use. 

• 26% say they downloaded or watched online video. Suburban residents are more likely 
than others to report this.   

• 16% say they bought a product online. 

• 16% say they paid bills or did online banking. 
• 16% say they took an online class or completed an online certification program.  
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The main reasons patrons’ library use has 
changed in the past five years 

Main reasons patrons cite why their use increased 
26% of recent library users ages 16+ say their use of libraries has gone up in the 
past 5 years.                                                              N=351 

Enjoy taking their children, grandchildren 26% 
Do research and use reference materials 14% 
Borrow books more 12% 
Student 10% 
Use library computers and internet 8% 
Have more time to read now, retired 6% 
To save money 6% 
Good selection and variety 5% 
E-books, audio books, media are available 5% 
Convenient 5% 
Reading more now  5% 
Library events and activities 4% 
Good library and helpful staff 3% 
Quiet, relaxing time, social locale 2% 
Use for my job 2% 

Main reasons patrons cite why their use decreased 
22% of recent library users ages 16+ say their use of libraries has gone down in the 
past 5 years.                                                         N=292 

Can get books, do research online and the internet is more convenient 40% 

Library is not as useful because my children have grown, I'm retired, I'm 
no longer a student 16% 

Too busy, no time 12% 
Can't get to library, moved, don't know where library is 9% 
Prefer e-books 6% 
Prefer to buy books or get books from friends 5% 
Not interested 4% 
Health issues 3% 
Don't read much these days 3% 
Don't like local library or staff 3% 
Children are too young 2% 

Source: Pew Research Center Internet & American Life Project Library Services Survey. 
October 15-November 10, 2012. N for recent library users ages 16+=1,361. Interviews were 
conducted in English and Spanish and on landline and cell phones.  
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What people think is important for libraries to offer 

Among all Americans ages 16+, the percentage who say that these services and programs are “very 
important” or “important” for libraries to offer 
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Free public meeting spaces

Free events/activities

Job/career resources

Research resources such as free databases

Programs and classes for children and teens

Quiet study spaces for adults and children

Free access to computers and the internet

Borrowing books

Librarians to help people find info

Very important Somewhat important
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What services and programs libraries should implement 

Among all Americans ages 16+, the percentage who say their library should implement the following 
programs  
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Move some books/stacks out of public locations

Make most services automated

Move most library services online

Help users digitize material

Offer more interactive learning experiences

Offer more e-books

Have more comfortable spaces

Separate spaces for different services

Free literacy programs

Coordinate more with local schools

Should definitely do Should maybe do Should definitely not do
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How likely Americans say they would be to use various library services 

Among all Americans ages 16+, the percentage who say they are likely – or not – to use the 
following library services and activities 
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Instruction on how to use e-book reading
devices

Digital media lab to create/upload new content
like movies or e-books

E-book readers loaded books you want to read

Classes on how to download library e-books

Personalized accounts that give book
recommendations

Library kiosks in community to check out books,
movies

Cell GPS app that helps locate material inside
library

Program to try out new tech devices/apps

Cell app to use/view library services

An online research service ("ask a librarian")

Very likely Somewhat likely Not too likely or not at all likely


