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Access to the Internet is one of the key services provided by today’s public libraries, 
as evidenced by the lines of patrons that often form to sign up for public access 
computers. What do all of those patrons do when they’re not online? In Jefferson 
County it seems that they’re using other library resources. 
 
Items Checked out by Active Borrowers 
Based on a snapshot of computer and circulation usage data collected during a 
randomly selected week in April 2007, Jefferson County Public Library (JCPL) 
patrons who signed into the library’s Internet and software computers checked out 
more books, on average, than patrons who did not use the library’s computers. 
Among “active borrowers”1, patrons who used library computers had an average of 
6.0 items checked out to their library cards at the time of the snapshot. For non-
computer users, the average of items checked out was 4.9 per patron. Thus, 
circulation for library computer users was over 22% higher than circulation for 
patrons who did not use the library’s computers. 
 

                                                 
1 For this study, an active borrower is defined as one whose circulation record was updated in the 
two months previous to this study. A patron record is updated if the patron checks out, renews, 
returns, or places or cancels a hold on an item. 

 

Chart 1: Average Number of Items Checked Out by Active Patrons,
by Computer Use
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This trend of library computer users checking out more materials was apparent 
among all age groups, and was most pronounced with patrons between 15- and 24-
years-old (see Chart 1). Circulation for this group was more than 48% higher for 
library computer users than for their peers who did not use the computers. 
 
The increased use of both materials and computers is not lost on 
the library’s administration. “Day to day, we've noticed increases in 
patrons using our computers as well as increases in our circulation 
counts.  It’s really great to see that these uses are linked and not 
totally independent of each other,” says Marcellus Turner, 
Executive Director of Jefferson County Public Library. 
 
Computer Use by Age 
In public libraries throughout the nation, emphasis is placed on 
making the library a welcoming place for teenagers and young 
adults. At JCPL, the same age group (15-24) proved to be the 
most likely active borrowers to use the library’s computers, as over 10% of active 
cardholders in this age range had used a library computer at least once during the 
week of the study (See Chart 2). Seemingly, information-savvy young adults are 
making the most of the opportunities JCPL is providing. 

 

Chart 2: Percentage of Active Card Holders Who Used 
Computers during Weeklong Study Period
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Computer Use with Respect to Other Library Use 
There has been much discussion in the library profession revolving around whether 
library computers are drawing in users who then use other library resources. Of the 
library patrons who logged in to Jefferson County Public Library’s computers during 
the week of this study, a majority of them (62%) were not active borrowers (see 
Chart 3). This means that nearly two-thirds of the patrons using JCPL’s computers 
had not otherwise accessed their library account in the previous two months. It is 
quite probable that many of these patrons used other library resources during the 
previous two months – there are many things that can be done in the library that do 
not require checking out materials. For instance, patrons can perform genealogical 
research, use government documents, ask reference questions, or attend programs 
without accessing their circulation records. The nature of this study, based on 
available data, meant that such non-circulation activities were not tracked. It is not 
known whether these patrons did any of the above, but it is known that they used the 
library’s computers and did not have any circulation activity. For this group it would 
seem that a primary reason to visit the library was to access the Internet or use other 
software. For them, the library is providing this increasingly valuable service and 
helping to minimize the digital divide. 
 

 
 
 Chart 3: Number of Computer Users, by Patron Type
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At first glance, it may seem striking that only 38% of 
computer users are active borrowers. Barely a third of the 
patrons clicking away are taking traditional library materials 
home with them. However, this is actually a quite positive 
number. Only 10% of JCPL cardholders who did not use 
the library computers during the study week were deemed 
“active” for the purpose of this study. Those who used the 
library’s computers during the study were over three times 
more likely to have an active card than those not using the 
computers. This suggests that people are coming in for the 
computers, and taking advantage of other resources as well 
(see Chart 4). 
 
 

 
 

  

Chart 4: Percentage of Cardholders Who Are Active Patrons,
by Computer Use
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In our digital age, public access computers are an integral part of a strong public 
library, and, by extension, serve the community at large. Jefferson County Public 
Library is easing the digital divide by providing Internet access to thousands of 
patrons each week, and many of these patrons are doing more in the library than 
just surfing the web. According to Turner, “Circulation of materials is a standard 
bearer of traditional library services but for many of our users, computer access is 
their main reason for visiting. This sometimes makes us wonder which came first, 
the chicken or the egg.  At least now, we are a bit closer to knowing.”  
 
 

CONTACT ABOUT THIS ISSUE 
Author: Zeth Lietzau, Associate Director 

Library Research Service • 201 East Colfax Avenue, Suite 309 • Denver, Colorado 80203-1799 
Phone 303.866.6900 • E-mail: LRS@LRS.org • Web site: www.LRS.org 

About Jefferson County Public Library 
 
Jefferson County Public Library consists of ten libraries that 
serve the 534,000 residents of Jefferson County, Colorado. 
Jefferson County is a large suburban county, extending 
from the western edge of Denver into the Rocky Mountain 
Foothills.  


