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Feature

The United States has experienced in-
creased immigration rates since 1990 
and public libraries are faced with pro-
viding services to immigrants from a 
wide variety of cultural backgrounds. 
Which immigrants are the most likely 
to utilize public library services? This 
study uses data from the U.S. Current 
Population Survey from 2002 to compare 
households of immigrants from various 
world regions on the use of public librar-
ies in the past month and the past year. 
Immigrant households’ rates of library 
use are also compared to households of 
native-born U.S. citizens.

A merican public libraries have 
a long history of service to the 
foreign-born. While today’s 
immigrants have much in 

common in terms of library needs with 
immigrants from earlier periods, the de-
mographic character of newcomers to 
this country has changed substantially. 
For example, one hundred years ago 
immigrants were predominately Euro-
pean. Today’s immigrants are much more 
likely to be from Latin America and 
Asia.1 Immigration rates have increased 
since 1990. According to U.S. Census 
Bureau data, in 2000 immigrants were 
more than 11% of the U.S. population 
for the first time since 1930.2 By 2004 
there were 34.2 million foreign-born 

residents in the United States, or 12% 
of the population.3 In addition to im-
migrants themselves, the 2000 census 
showed that fully 20% of K–12 students 
were children of immigrants.4 It is unde-
niable that these numbers of immigrants 
are having and will continue to have a 
significant impact on U.S. institutions 
such as public libraries. 

How are public libraries serving 
such diverse populations? Materials in 
languages other than English, bilingual 
and bicultural staff members, literacy 
instruction, and English-as-a-second-
language courses are some of the more 
common strategies. In addition, libraries 
can partner with federal Americaniza-
tion agencies. The U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services has had vendor 
booths at American Library Association 
Annual Conferences to promote natu-
ralization and citizenship materials for 
public libraries. Federal outreach to im-
migrants through public libraries dates 
back at least to the World War I era.5 

Library Use Studies
There have been many studies on char-
acteristics of public library users and 
nonusers. Lawrence White stated that 
at least fifty such studies have been 
conducted since the 1930s. Douglas 
Zweizig and Brenda Dervin focused on 
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sixteen studies that they identified as 
truly comparable.6 In their analysis of 
these studies, Zweizig and Dervin con-
cluded that 10–23.5% of U.S. adults use 
the public library at least once a month, 
and 21–64% at least once a year.7 Most 
of the studies examined demographic 
variables as predictors of library use. Of 
these, education level was consistently 
the strongest predictor. Socioeconomic 
variables such as income and occupa-
tion were weak predictors, and age was 
curvilinear (use increased with age to a 
certain point then decreased). Sex, race, 
and marital status were not important 
predictors.8 Judith Payne found that 
the presence of school-aged children 
and the education process were strong 
reasons for library use.9 Carol Kronus 
identified family size and county size 
as influential.10 Some researchers found 
nondemographic variables such as at-
titudes and habits were better predic-
tors of library use than demographic 
variables.11

Library Use By 
Immigrants
Studies have also been done on im-
migrants’ use of public libraries. These 
generally focused on immigrants from 
specific geographic regions and located 
in particular areas of the United States. 
Most studies of immigrant library users 
concern Latino immigrants. While the 
professional literature contains a wide 
variety of articles detailing experiences 
of or suggestions for serving immigrant 
populations, only those providing nu-
merical or statistical data are reviewed 
here.

Around 1990, Amado Padilla used a 
focus group to gather perceptions from 
Latino immigrants in East Palo Alto, 
California. Only four of the Latinos in 
the group had used a California library. 
Padilla did not state the total group size, 
so it is not possible to determine what 
proportion this represents. None of the 
Latinos had used a library in their na-
tive country.12 

Susan Luevano-Molina did a quali-
tative study on fifty Latino, predomi-
nately Mexican, immigrants in Santa 
Ana, California in 1996. She found 

these immigrants to have high aware-
ness of libraries in their home coun-
tries and in the United States, with half 
(48%) having used non–U.S. librar-
ies. About half (50%) had also used a 
public library in Santa Ana. Even 33% 
of undocumented immigrants in this 
study had valid library cards. Lueva-
no-Molina reported that in Santa Ana 
the Latino community considered the 
library neutral ground where even un-
documented immigrants can seek to 
improve themselves and obtain materi-
als for their children.13 For respondents 
in this study, having school-aged chil-
dren was the best predictor of library 
use. In a later book chapter, Luevano-
Molina cites a report from the Institute 
for the Future from 1996 that states that 
Hispanics and Asians are California’s 
heaviest public library users.14 

Ninfa Trejo interviewed fifteen fam-
ilies in Arizona in 1996; ten were immi-
grant Latino families, three were Mexi-
can Americans, and two were white 
families. In total, seventy-one family 
members, twenty-six of whom were 
adults, were interviewed. Only one 
person of the seventy-one had never 
used the library, and time since last use 
of the library ranged from zero to thirty 
years. The average length of time since 
last use of the library was two and a half 
years. All of the families stated that they 
used the public library, and half of the 
families had library cards.15 

In 2000, the State Library of North 
Carolina commissioned a study on the 
library needs of Hispanics living in 
North Carolina. From 1,003 telephone 
interviews, they found that 26% of 
Hispanic respondents had used the 
public library at least monthly, with 
40% reporting use in the past year. A 
regression analysis showed the most 
influential factors in library use were 
respondent’s belief that he or she lived 
close to a library, those who rated 
their English-reading skills more highly, 
higher education, those that rated their 
English-speaking skills more highly, 
and those with children under eighteen 
years old.16

Frances Flythe found that, of sev-
enty-one Hispanic immigrants in Dur-
ham County, North Carolina, 22% had 

used the library at some time.17 In a 
2002 study of Latino residents in Mis-
souri, Beth Bala and Denice Adkins 
conducted forty-one door-to-door in-
terviews and found that 22% of respon-
dents had used the library in the past 
six months.18 In general, these studies 
found that barriers to public library use 
by Latino immigrants included cultural 
unfamiliarity with libraries, language 
barriers due partially to low education 
and literacy levels, mistrust of govern-
ment agencies, scheduling conflicts, 
location-related issues, and cultural 
conflicts such as silence rules.19

Concerning library use by Asian 
immigrants, Sherry Su and Charles 
Conaway interviewed a sample of 180 
elderly Chinese immigrants in the Los 
Angeles region in 1993. Nearly two-
thirds of these respondents (63.3%) 
reported using the library at some time 
in the past year, and one-fifth (19.4%) 
used the library more than monthly. 
The most common reasons for going to 
the library were to read materials and 
to borrow books.20 Padilla found that 
Korean immigrants were more likely to 
view libraries as quiet study areas, not 
places to obtain books and other mate-
rials. He stated that Asian immigrants 
were accepting of “silence” in the library 
because it echoed cultural traditions 
from their home countries.21

In a multicultural study, Cheryl 
Metoyer-Duran studied the informa-
tion-seeking behavior of ethno-linguis-
tic community leaders in California in 
1990. She analyzed interviews of 120 
leaders from Latino, Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean, and American Indian com-
munities. These leaders were a mix of 
immigrants and nonimmigrants, with 
most of the Chinese and Korean respon-
dents born outside the U.S., more than 
half of the Latinos U.S.–born, and only 
three of the Japanese born abroad. In 
rating public libraries as an information 
source, Chinese (64%) and Japanese 
(62%) leaders were most likely to rate 
the library as very good or good (as op-
posed to average or poor). About half of 
Latinos (53%) and Koreans (53%) rated 
the public library as very good or good. 
As for visiting the public library in the 
last year, the majority of community 
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leaders had done so: Chinese (83%), 
Korean (79%), Latino (79%). Japanese 
leaders were much less likely than other 
groups to have visited the public library 
in the past year (33%).22 

The Urban Library Council sur-
veyed 73 public libraries and found 
most of the recommendations in the 
literature for successfully serving immi-
grant patrons had been implemented. 
Their results showed that 93% of librar-
ies surveyed had staff with multiple lan-
guage skills, 89% had library brochures 
in multiple languages, 71% conducted 
staff training on providing multicultural 
customer service, and 66% had collec-
tions in ten or more languages.23

In summary, these studies establish 
a profile of general library users in the 
United States and include information 
on the library use of immigrants from 
Latin American and Asian countries. 
Little has been done on immigrants 
from other world regions, and the stud-
ies of Latin American immigrants pre-
dominately used small sample sizes and 
were limited to particular geographic 
regions in the United States. This paper 
will examine the library use of immi-
grants from many world regions who 
have settled in a variety of geographic 
regions in the United States.

Models of Thought  
on Library Use
Much of the literature on immigrant li-
brary use is based upon a service model 
that focuses on what the library is doing 
or not doing to attract patrons. Research 
from this model informs librarians on 
how to make their libraries more wel-
coming, attract more patrons, and cre-
ate more patron satisfaction with library 
materials and services. One aspect of 
the model is to make the library more 
appealing by reducing perceived barri-
ers to use. Some barriers for immigrant 
patrons that were identified in the lit-
erature were lack of cultural sensitivity 
of library staff and library policies, lan-
guage barriers, and inconvenient hours 
and locations. The other aspect of the 
service approach entails tailoring col-
lections and services to identified needs 
in the patron community. By addressing 

barriers to public library use and tar-
geting patron communities accurately, 
libraries may appeal to wider potential 
patron audiences. 

In a panel presentation at the April 
2007 Oklahoma Library Association 
Annual Conference, three librarians 
with extensive experience working with 
immigrant populations gave sugges-
tions for making the library more wel-
coming and useful.24 The following is 
an outline of their comments combined 
with suggestions from the literature:

1.		 Collections and Programs
a.	 Have current (not outdated) 

collections of materials in im-
migrants’ languages and on 
topics of interest to immigrant 
groups.

b.	 Create programs on areas of in-
terest to new immigrants such as 
immigration law, citizenship, job 
searching, health, and literacy.

2.		 Staff and Library Atmosphere
a.	 Have bilingual/bicultural staff, 

volunteers, tutorials, computer 
classes, computer interfaces, li-
brary signage, and pamphlets.

b.	 Have a hospitable atmosphere 
with friendly, proactive staff that 
ask patrons if they need help 
and who are respectful of pa-
trons’ individuality rather than 
making assumptions on the ba-
sis of their perceived cultural 
background. 

c.	 Provide cultural training for staff 
that particularly includes train-
ing on how to be respectful and 
polite across cultural boundar-
ies; for example, do not touch 
patrons or call them by their 
first name because these acts 
of familiarity may be culturally 
insensitive.

3.		 Be in Touch with the Community
a.	 Do needs assessments and com-

munity analyses to gather infor-
mation to guide collection and 
service decisions.

b.	 Promote the library through 
immigrant community centers, 
community leaders, religious in-
stitutions, social services centers, 
schools, and radio advertisements 

in other languages.
c.	 Perform outreach with bookmo-

biles, new branches, and accom-
modating hours.

This service model focuses on the 
library and implies that whether peo-
ple use the library is a function of the 
library and its offerings. Most sugges-
tions for how to increase the library’s 
appeal to various populations are based 
on the notion that if they are offered the 
right combination of materials, pro-
grams, hours, and locations, people will 
choose to use the library.

Another model of library use ex-
amines factors of the individual that 
influence whether that person becomes 
a library user. This sociological model 
of library use examines a variety of so-
cial and demographic characteristics of 
patrons and determines which charac-
teristics correlate with higher rates of 
library use. Reviewed studies identified 
socioeconomic factors such as edu-
cation, income level, and occupation 
as linked to likelihood of library use. 
While sex, race, and marital status were 
not found to be important predictors, 
age was somewhat important, and fam-
ily variables such as living with children 
and size of household were useful.25 
Other research found that distance from 
the library and county size were related 
to library use.26 For immigrants, confi-
dence in speaking and writing in Eng-
lish were also influential.27 Identifying 
the likely patron base in this manner 
is useful to libraries that are planning 
marketing and outreach efforts and 
library services and programs. In addi-
tion to identifying factors that correlate 
with higher library use, this model also 
addresses sociocultural aspects of indi-
viduals that may predispose them to not 
use the library. From the literature, for 
some immigrants these include cultural 
unfamiliarity with libraries, low educa-
tion and literacy levels, and mistrust of 
government agencies.

Scott Nicholson refers to this model 
of library use as understanding infor-
mation seeking in context. He states 
that each library user is situated in one 
or more contexts that affect their infor-
mation needs and information seeking 
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behavior. Most individuals belong to 
several communities, and their contexts 
can be known or unknown to library 
researchers.28

While the sociological model pres-
ents a fundamentally different view 
from the service model of factors affect-
ing public library use, the models work 
together quite well. Some individuals 
will not be likely to become library us-
ers because of a variety of contexts in 
their backgrounds or circumstances, 
so no matter what the library does it 
is unlikely to attract these individuals. 
However, even those who are likely to 
be interested in using the library might 
become nonusers if their experience of 
the library is unpleasant for any of a 
number of reasons, or if they determine 
that the library does not have materi-
als or services that fill their needs. It is 
therefore useful for libraries to be sensi-
tive to the issues presented by both the 
service and the sociological models of 
library use.

This study is based on the sociologi-
cal model and examines rates of public 
library use and factors that might affect 
those rates such as the context of user 
backgrounds and demographic infor-
mation. 

Method
This study uses federal data from the 
Current Population Survey (CPS) to 
examine library use. The following are 
the questions the study attempted to 
answer:

1.		 Do library usage rates vary be-
tween immigrants from different 
regions of the world, as represented 
by households of immigrants from 
these regions?

2.			 In the United States, are households 
of native-born residents more likely 
to report public library use than 
those of foreign-born residents? 

3.		 What are some sociodemographic 
factors that affect rates of household 
public library use?

The CPS is a household sample sur-
vey that is conducted several months 
out of every year by the U.S. Bureau of 

the Census to collect labor force data. 
Other information is occasionally gath-
ered by including supplemental ques-
tions. Data for the present study were 
collected with the CPS October 2002: 
School Enrollment/Library Use supple-
ment. The sample universe for the CPS 
is the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized 
population living in households. The 
sampling method is a multistage prob-
ability sample of households from all 
fifty states and the District of Columbia, 
and data are gathered using a series 
of structured, closed-ended questions. 
Households are selected, then data are 
gathered about all persons in the house-
hold. One person in the household 
becomes the “reference person” and 
answers questions for all members of 
the household if possible. The refer-
ence person must be fifteen years of age 
or older. Since households are chosen 
and not individuals or families, data are 
gathered about all household members 
no matter their relationships to each 
other. The October 2002 dataset con-
tained 159,887 respondents that lived 
in 57,148 households.29 

Some of the questions regularly 
asked by the CPS concern each indi-
vidual in the household, such as the 
country in which a person was born, 
country in which each parent was born, 
education level, and other demographic 
information. Other questions are asked 
about the household, such as “Is there a 
telephone in the household?” All of the 
library use questions in this supplement 
were asked of the household, and not of 
individuals in the household. It is not 
possible to determine which individuals 
in a household used the public library 
in the past month, only whether anyone 
in the household used the library. For 
this study a household variable was cre-
ated that specified the immigrant status 
of the household overall. Households 
were coded as consisting of U.S.–born 
persons, immigrants by world region 
of origin, or mixed. Households in 
which children of immigrants were 
under age 25 were coded to the immi-
grant region of the parents and not as 
mixed households, even though chil-
dren of immigrants born in the U.S. 
are considered native-born Americans. 

Immigrant households in which U.S.-
born children or other U.S.–born adults 
age 25 and older resided were classified 
as mixed households and not analyzed 
in this study. Households from mixed 
world regions, but not containing na-
tive-born Americans age 25 or over 
were coded to the world region of the 
reference person. 

Native-born U.S. citizens who were 
born abroad were coded in the U.S.–
born household category. These indi-
viduals might, for example, include 
those born to military families stationed 
abroad, travelers, and others whose 
parents were abroad at the time of their 
birth. Respondents coded as being from 
“elsewhere” were eliminated from the 
analysis. Respondents from Australia, 
New Zealand, Fiji, and the Pacific Is-
lands were also not analyzed because 
there were too few to make meaningful 
comparisons.

Statistical Methods 
Used
Two techniques of data comparison 
were used in the analysis. The main 
discussion compares percentages of dif-
ferent groups’ use of the public library. 
Secondly, chi-square was used to deter-
mine whether the amount of difference 
between two groups was likely to have 
occurred from chance alone, or wheth-
er the difference was large enough to 
suggest an actual difference between 
groups. When the difference between 
groups is large enough to be unlikely 
to have happened by chance, that is 
referred to as statistically significant. 
The chi-squares in this analysis were 
conducted on the frequencies (actual 
numbers) and were calculated for 2 x 2 
contingency tables at a .05 alpha level. 
Chi-square is sensitive to sample size, 
so this statistic could not be calculated 
for the native-born U.S. citizens be-
cause fifty thousand households were 
too many for the test to have mean-
ing. Since the immigrant groups were 
represented by far fewer households, it 
was appropriate to conduct chi-square 
on differences between these groups. 
In the data analysis discussion, when 
it states that the difference between 
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certain groups was significant, it is 
referring to the chi-square calculation 
between those groups showing statisti-
cal significance. Chi-square was used 
in the data analysis section on library 
use by immigrant groups, but it was 
not used in the section on addition-
al demographic variables because the 
multilevel analyses resulted in smaller 
sample sizes per table cell. In addition, 
percentages were not calculated when 
sample size for a cell was twenty-five 
or fewer households.

Limitations of the Study
There are limitations to using available 
data. Researchers using available data 
are restricted to the questions asked 
by the original researchers. Questions 
often do not represent exactly what 
the current researcher wants to know. 
How the data were coded and entered 
is also under the control of the original 
researchers and may not be as useful 
for secondary analysis as it might have 
been if coded in a different manner. A 
specific limitation of the data in this 
study is that the library questions were 
asked at a household level. A more in-
depth picture of immigrant library use 
could have been established if the ques-
tions had been answered by individu-
als in the household. There were no 
qualitative data available for this study. 
As a result, only the general picture of 
library use is available, but not the type 
of individual reasoning that might have 
been available with additional qualita-
tive data.

Data Analysis
Three questions were asked about gen-
eral library use. “In the past month, 
that is since (month) (day), has any 
member of your household used a 
public library or bookmobile for any 
reason?” Respondents who answered 
“no” to the first question were then 
probed for additional affirmative re-
sponses with the following question, 
“How about to borrow materials, take 
a class, to use the computers or for 
activities for children?” Responses to 
these two questions were combined to 

get an overall figure for public library 
use in the past month. Respondents 
who answered “no” to these two ques-
tions were then asked, “Has anyone in 
your household used a public library 
or bookmobile in the past year, that 
is since October, 2001?” Answers to 
the library use questions were cross-
tabulated with the immigrant house-
hold variable to produce the following 
figures.

As can be seen in figure 1, respon-
dents from some geographic regions 
were more likely to have used the 
public library in the past month than 
respondents from other regions. Dif-
ferences between groups had a range 
of 21.5 percentage points from a low 
of 23.2% for European households to a 
high of 44.7% for South Asian house-
holds. Excluding these two outliers, all 
other households fell within 10 per-
centage points of each other, from Cen-
tral American or Mexican households at 
27.2% to Southeast Asian households 
at 37.3%. 

Not all of the differences between 
groups were large enough to be mean-
ingful. Using the lowest (European) and 
highest (South Asian) library use as the 
comparison groups for calculation, the 
point where the chi-square test showed 

a significant difference between groups 
divided them into low, middle, and 
high categories of library use in the past 
month as follows:

n	 Low use: Households classified as 
European, Central American or 
Mexican, Canadian or other North 
American, Caribbean, East Euro-
pean, and Middle Eastern

n	 Middle use: Households classified 
as African, U.S. native-born, East 
Asian

n	 High use: Households classified as 
South Asian, Southeast Asian, and 
South American 

When calculating statistical signifi-
cance, there was some overlap between 
groups in the middle category and 
groups in the lower and higher catego-
ries. For example, while the difference 
between Middle Eastern households in 
the lower use category and East Asian 
households in the middle category was 
not significant, the difference between 
Eastern European households and East 
Asian households was significant. From 
the middle to the upper levels, the dif-
ference between East Asian households 
and Southeast Asian was significant, 
but the differences between East Asian 
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households to South American and 
African to South American households 
were not significant.

Figure 2 shows rates of public li-
brary use in the past year. Concerning 
this use, during the past year Euro-
pean households were once again the 
least likely to have used the library at 
37.8%. South Asian households were 
again the most likely library users at 
57.9%, a range of 20.1 percentage 
points. While rates of public library 
use for all households went up when 
comparing use in the past month to 
the past year, the placement by geo-
graphic region in low-, middle-, and 
high-use categories stayed the same for 
all groups except for Canadian or other 
North American, which jumped from 
the low-use to the high-use group. This 
suggests that the factors that affected 
decisions to use the public library re-
mained consistent from a monthly to 
a yearly basis.

While the low-, middle-, and high-
use group cutoffs in figures 1 and 2 
were chosen on the basis of calculations 
of statistical significance, looking at the 
tables would suggest that a practical di-
vision might move the group boundar-
ies slightly. This is particularly clear in 
figure 2, in which it seems that Middle 
East should be moved from the lower 
to the middle category and Canadian 
and other North American should be 
moved down from the upper to the 
middle category. 

SocioDemographic 
Analysis
In the literature, the needs of newly ar-
rived immigrants differed from those 
of established immigrants. New immi-
grants need information on jobs, hous-
ing, literacy/ESL, and citizenship. As 
immigrants become more established, 
their library needs blend with those 
of U.S.–born patrons. Year of entry 
by world region indicates that there is 
quite a difference in the immigration 
patterns of people from different world 
regions. Table 1 shows, for example, 
that more than 75% of European immi-
grants arrived prior to 1989, so patrons 
from that group will likely have fewer 

specialized library needs than other 
groups. About two-thirds of Canadian 
and other North American respondents 
also immigrated by 1989. Conversely, 
half or more of respondents from the 
following regions came to the United 
States after 1989: Africa (69.7%), South 
Asia (62.7%), East Europe (59.4%), 
Central America or Mexico (55.0%), 
and South America (51.1%). 

Factors affecting trends in immigra-
tion and citizenship are complex, and a 
lengthy discussion of the political histo-
ry of world regions, immigration legis-
lation, and immigration policy will not 
be engaged in here. Very briefly, it can 
be seen from table 1 that the patterns 
of immigration by decade vary signifi-
cantly between geographic groups. As 
mentioned above, this can be an impor-
tant consideration for librarians who 
are working on collection development 
because established immigrants have 
different library needs from newly ar-
rived immigrants.

Of the demographic variables ex-
amined in previous studies, educa-
tion level had the strongest impact on 
whether people used libraries. When 
the U.S. Census Bureau calculates edu-
cation level, they do so for adults ages 
25 and over, presumably to give time to 

reasonably assume educational comple-
tion. For the adults ages 25 and over 
in these CPS data, the following was 
the education distribution at the low-
est level:

n	 60.0% of adults from Central Amer-
ica or Mexico completed less than 
high school education.

n	 31.4% of adults from the Caribbean 
completed less than high school 
education.

n	 20.2% or fewer adults from all other 
geographic groups completed less 
than high school education. 

For groups with the highest education 
levels, the following was their distribu-
tion:

n	 80.2% of adults from South Asia 
had completed at least some col-
lege.

n	 70.9% of adults from Africa had 
completed at least some college.

n	 50% of adults from all other groups 
except Central America or Mexico, 
the Caribbean, and South America 
had completed at least some col-
lege.

Effective public library advertising 
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campaigns for groups with higher edu-
cation levels might differ from those 
aimed at groups with lower education 
levels, as will appropriate collections, 
programs, and services. Of course, li-
brarians must remember that group data 
cannot be applied to individuals. For 
example, while 60% of immigrant adults 
from Central America or Mexico did not 
complete high school, it is not appropri-
ate to assume that any particular patron 
falls into that category. These numbers 
are only useful for library planning to 
best serve the community, not to erro-
neously peg any individual as having a 
group characteristic.

Table 2 examines library use in the 
past month by education level within 
geographic categories. When all house-
holds in the dataset were examined 
together, there was a direct and linear 
relationship between education level of 
household reference person and likeli-
hood that someone in the household 
used the public library in the past 
month. The data for all respondent 
households together were as follows (n 
= 43,440 households):

n	 For reference persons with less than 
a high school education, 16.1% of 
households used the library in the 
past month.

n	 For reference persons with a high 
school diploma or GED, 24.2%. 

n	 For reference persons with some 
college or an associate’s degree, 
33.9%.

n	 For reference persons with a bach-
elor’s degree, 41.2%.

n	 For reference persons with a gradu-
ate degree, 46.0%.

As illustrated in Table 2, while this 
linear relationship was predominately 
reflected no matter which immigrant 
group was examined, there were a few 
interesting differences. Particularly in-
teresting was that at the lowest educa-
tion level, households of respondents 
from South America, Southeast Asia, 
and Central America or Mexico were 
far more likely to have used the library 
in the past month than other groups in 
this education category. In other words, 
while education has been shown in Ta
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many studies to be the best predictor 
of library use, this does not apply in 
the same manner to some immigrant 
groups. This difference is most likely 
the result of an intervening variable 
such as presence of children in the 
household, family size, or another un-
identified variable.

Some other points of interest from 
the table include the fact that Euro-
pean and East European households 
were least likely to have used the 
public library in the past month than 
other groups in nearly all categories. 
Between the categories of “some col-
lege” and “bachelor’s and higher,” those 
with bachelor’s degrees or higher from 
Southeast Asia appear to have used 
the library less than those who had 
completed only some college. Geo-
graphic regions that did not have 
enough households to calculate library 
use within these multiple levels (twen-
ty-five or fewer households in some 
table cells) were Middle East, Canada 
or other North America, Africa, and 
South Asia. 

Two previous studies found per-
ceived distance from the public library 
to be related to library use rates.30 
Respondents who perceived that they 
lived closer to the library had higher 
rates of use than those who thought 
of the library as farther away. When 
households of U.S.–born respondents 
(n = 49,915) were analyzed on library 
use by distance from the library, there 
was a negative relationship between 
distance to the library and likelihood of 
library use in the past month by people 
in the household. At various distances 
from the library, rates of public library 
use in the past month were 

n	 less than 1 mile, 35.9% of house-
holds used the public library;

n	 1–2 miles, 32.6%;
n	 3–5 miles, 29.6%;
n	 6–10 miles, 25.3%; and
n	 more than 10 miles, 19.8%. 

While nearly 20% of nonimmigrant 
households were located six or more 
miles from a public library, immigrant 
households were much less likely to be 
that far away (6–11%). This suggests that 

immigrants are somewhat more likely 
than nonimmigrants to live in cities and 
towns, and less likely to live in rural ar-
eas farther from libraries. In this dataset 
there were not enough immigrant house-
holds at the further distances to analyze, 
so the categories were collapsed to less 
than a mile, one to two miles, and more 
than two miles. Immigrant households 
did not show the same clear correlation 
between distance from the library and 
library use shown by nonimmigrant 
households. Table 3 shows that four im-
migrant groups had the same pattern as 
nonimmigrant households of decreased 
library use with increased distance (Mid-
dle Eastern, Caribbean, East Europe-
an, and Central American or Mexican). 
Three immigrant groups had the highest 
use in the middle category, one to two 
miles from the library (South Asian, 
African, and East Asian). The remaining 
four immigrant groups had little to no 
effect on library use by distance (South 
American, Southeast Asian, European, 
and Canadian or other North American). 
Canada or other North American did 
show a slight increase of 5 percentage 
points as distance increased. These data 
suggest that for immigrant groups, dis-
tance of household from public library is 
not a good predictor of library use. 

From the literature review, number 
of persons in household was found to 
have no effect on use of public librar-
ies. In table 4 it can be seen that indeed 

households with more people were 
much more likely to have used the pub-
lic library in the past month than house-
holds with only one or two people. For 
all households except those of Canadi-
ans or other North Americans, the rates 
of library use for three or more people 
were more than double the rates for one 
to two people. Since this dataset does not 
have individual-level data, it cannot be 
determined whether the higher use rate 
for larger households is a result of more 
potential library users in the household, 
the presence of children (also found in 
the literature to affect library use), or 
whether individuals in larger households 
are more likely to use the public library 
for some other reason. Some immigrant 
geographic regions are much more likely 
to have larger households than immi-
grants from other regions. For example, 
only 9.5% of immigrants from Central 
America or Mexico live in one-person 
households, while 49.1% of European 
immigrants live alone. Households most 
likely to have only one or two persons 
were, in descending order, European, 
Canadian or other North American, East 
European, U.S.–born, and African (from 
77.2 to 59.3%). Only 25.2% of Central 
American or Mexican households had 
only one or two people.  

In summary for this section, socio-
demographic variables can be useful 
predictors for library use, but their ef-
fect does not always apply to immigrant 

Table 2. Used Public Library in Past Month by Education Level of Household Reference 
Person and Geographic Region of Household Members’ Origin  
(numbers in percentages)

Region of Household  
Members’ Origin

<HS HS/GED Some 
College

BA+

South America (n = 279) 30.6 31.7 40.0 46.7

Southeast Asia (n = 403) 27.1 31.6 46.9 39.1

Central Am./Mexico (n = 1,330) 25.5 29.4 42.0 39.1

Caribbean (n = 461) 17.5 25.3 39.3 42.5

U.S.–born (n = 47,308) 14.9 24.5 34.0 43.3

East Asia (n = 414) 11.9 24.4 32.0 45.2

European (n = 439) 11.1 16.5 28.0 35.6

East European (n = 308) 11.1 31.4 28.4 34.0
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groups in the same way as to house-
holds of U.S.–born residents. While 
education level of household refer-
ence person and number of persons in 
household correlated to likelihood of 
public library use, geographic origin of 
household members was an important 
modifier that affected the use of these 
variables as predictors.

Applying the Results  
of the Study
A library could apply these data re-
sults by using them in conjunction 
with a community profile to predict 
library use patterns of different immi-
grant groups. A community profile can 
give general figures of the size of the 
various immigrant groups in a particu-
lar community. Size of the immigrant 
group from the community profile can 
be combined with likelihood of using 
the library from this study to give a 
predictive figure of possible library use 
by that immigrant group. While South 
Asians, for example, are more likely 
to use the library, immigrants from 
Central America or Mexico might be 
more likely to have a larger presence 
in the community, and that may result 
in more numbers of library users from 
Central America or Mexico. Identify-
ing the likely patron base is useful to 
libraries that are planning marketing 
and outreach efforts. Predicting the 
information needs of the community 
base can help the library make good 
program and materials decisions such 
as languages in which to purchase 
materials, literacy levels to target, and 
other patron special needs. 

Library outreach and collection 
development efforts could take into 
account factors such as average educa-
tion levels, years of entry, and house-
hold size when planning for different 
groups. In addition to this, the best 
way in any given community to find 
out the library needs of community 
members is through outreach to com-
munity leaders who know their popu-
lations and are in touch with their 
information needs.

This study shows that useful 
predictive variables for library use by 
immigrants include region of world 

from which they immigrated, educa-
tion level (in this study education level 

Table 3. Used Public Library in Past Month by Distance from Library and Geographic 
Region of Household Members’ Origin (numbers in percentages)

Region of Household Members’ Origin <1 mile 1–2 miles >2 miles

Library Use Decreased with Distance

     Middle East (n = 176) 38.8 34.5 19.4

     U.S–born (n = 49,915) 35.9 32.6 27.1

     Caribbean (n = 487) 32.8 26.1 26.5

     East Europe (n = 324) 32.0 29.9 23.5

     Central America/Mexico (n = 1,485) 31.6 30.7 20.5

Library Use Highest in Middle Category

     South Asia (n = 265) 41.7 50.5 41.5

     Africa (n = 145) 22.7 37.8 26.8

     East Asia (n = 451) 33.3 37.6 29.0

Distance had Little Impact on Library Use

     South America (n = 295) 37.5 36.1 36.0

     Southeast. Asia (n = 423) 36.4 35.2 39.9

     Europe (n = 450) 21.8 23.1 24.2

     Canada/other North America (n = 131) 25.0 27.5 30.0

Table 4. Used Public Library in Past Month by Number of Persons in Household and 
Geographic Region of Household Members’ Origin (numbers in percentages)

Region of Household Members’ Origin 1–2  
persons

3+  
persons

South Asia (n = 265) 28.0 57.0

Canada/other North American (n = 131) 27.0 31.0

U.S.–born (n = 49,915) 22.4 47.2

South America (n = 295) 22.4 47.1

Southeast Asia (n = 423) 20.5 48.2

Africa (n = 145) 18.6 44.1

East Asia (n = 451) 18.6 48.9

Caribbean (n = 487) 18.3 39.4

East Europe (n = 324) 18.2 48.7

Middle East (n = 176) 18.1 42.4

Europe (n = 450) 17.8 41.6

Central America/Mexico (n = 1,485) 14.1 32.3
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of household reference person), and 
number of persons in the household. 
Distance from the library was not a 
good predictor of library use for im-
migrants. 

Comparison of Study 
Results with Prior 
Studies
It is difficult to compare the results of 
this study to the previous studies cited 
in the literature review because the 
variables were defined differently be-
tween studies. Bala and Adkins stated 
that 22% of Latino residents of a Mis-
souri county had used the library in 
the past 6 months.31 Flythe reported 
22% of Hispanic immigrants surveyed 
in North Carolina had used the public 
library, but without specifying within 
a specific period of time.32 Rincon and 
Associates found that 40% of predomi-
nately foreign-born Hispanics in North 
Carolina had used the library in the 
past year.33 Luevano-Molina reported 
50% of Latino immigrants in Santa 
Ana, California had used the public 
library within an unspecified time pe-
riod.34 Metoyer-Duran found 79% of 
Latino community leaders had used 
the library in the past year. Over half 
of her respondents were U.S. born.35 
In Trejo’s study, 70 out of 71 respon-
dents had used a library at some time 
in their lives. Her respondents were a 
mixture of Hispanic immigrants, Mexi-
can Americans, and U.S. whites.36 The 
current study data showed that Carib-
bean and Central American/Mexican 
immigrant households used public li-
braries at basically the same rate, 28.6% 
and 27.2% in the past month. Similar 
to the study by Rincon and Associates, 
40.1% and 38.2% had used libraries in 
the past year. South American immi-
grant households had a slightly higher, 
but statistically different, use rate of 
36.6% in the past month and 49.8% in 
the past year. 

There were two previous studies 
on Asians’ use of U.S. public libraries. 
Su and Conway reported that 63.3% of 
elderly Chinese immigrants in the Los 
Angeles, California region had used 
the public library in the past year.37 

Metoyer-Duran found that Chinese and 
Korean community information leaders 
in California used the public library at 
a rate of 83% for Chinese and 79% for 
Korean in the past year. Most of her 
Chinese and Korean respondents were 
immigrants.38 In both of these studies 
the East Asian respondents used the 
public library at a higher rate than those 
in the current study which showed 
East Asian households using the public 
library at a rate of 33.8% in the past 
month and 48.0% in the past year.

As with previous general studies, 
these data showed that education level 
was strongly correlated with public li-
brary use. This study also supported the 
previous assertion that family size, or 
number in household, affected library 
use. While Rincon and Associates and 
Burke found distance to the library to 
be a useful predictor of library use in 
other studies, that variable was not a 
good predictor for immigrant house-
holds in this study.39

Suggestions for Future 
Research
The most important change suggested 
for future studies is to gather data for 
individuals rather than household-level 
library use. With individual use data, 
individual demographic data for im-
migrants such as year of entry, English-
language proficiency, and citizenship 
status (naturalized versus noncitizen) 
could be explored as possible con-
tributors to likelihood of using the 
library. Education level of the indi-
vidual rather than education level of 
the household reference person would 
be a more valuable predictor. Some 
household variables identified in the 
literature deserve further study such as 
presence of school-aged children in the 
family, household income, and level of 
English-language reading and speaking 
skills. While the literature identified 
several barriers for use by Latino im-
migrants, this information has not been 
identified for immigrant groups from 
other world regions. Similarly, while 
library materials and programs most 
useful for Latino immigrants have been 
studied and some suggestions for Asian 

patrons have been made, additional 
studies that gather data on most useful 
materials for immigrants from other 
regions could help librarians serving 
these patrons.

The previous studies on Latino im-
migrants are on single U.S. geographic 
regions. Comparative analyses of li-
brary needs, for example, of Latino im-
migrants in California versus those in 
New York could shed light on regional 
differences in the United States. Simi-
lar studies on other immigrant groups 
would also be useful. The literature 
suggests that newly arrived Latino im-
migrants need more information on 
practical issues such as finding jobs, 
housing, learning English, and learning 
computer skills. Do immigrants from 
other regions display these same needs? 
While this study examined the ten-
dency of immigrants to use the public 
library, future studies need to examine 
to what use immigrant library patrons 
put their libraries.

While this study contained only 
quantitative data, qualitative studies 
could enrich the knowledge base by 
giving immigrants a voice to articulate 
for themselves the barriers they per-
ceive, the information needs they want 
the library to fill, and their perceptions 
of the public library. The literature iden-
tified several means of reaching immi-
grants such as focus groups at commu-
nity centers, door to door interviewing, 
and street-corner canvassing. 

In conclusion, the picture that li-
brary professionals have of immigrants’ 
use of public libraries is incomplete. 
While additional studies of the library 
use of immigrants from Latin America 
and Asia would be useful, there is a par-
ticular need for studies of immigrants 
from other world regions. 
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