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As public libraries are becoming e-government access 
points relied on by both patrons and government agen-
cies, it is important for libraries to consider the impli-
cations of these roles. While providing e-government 
access serves to reinforce the tremendously important 
role of public libraries in the United States social infra-
structure, it also creates new demands on libraries and 
opens up significant new opportunities. Drawing upon 
several different strands of research, this paper exam-
ines the nexus of public libraries, values, trust, and 
e-government, focusing on the ways in which the values 
of librarianship and the trust that communities place in 
their public libraries reinforce the role of public librar-
ies in the provision of e-government. The unique values 
embraced by public libraries have not only shaped the 
missions of libraries, they have influenced popular 
opinion surrounding public libraries and fostered the 
confidence that communities place in them as a source 
of trusted information and assistance in finding infor-
mation. As public libraries have embraced the provision 
of Internet access, these values and trust have become 
intertwined with their new social role as a public access 
point for e-government both in normal information 
activities and in the most extreme circumstances. This 
paper explores the intersections of these issues and the 
relation of the vital e-government role of public libraries 
to library funding, public policy, library and informa-
tion science education, and research initiatives.

Public libraries have always been valued and trusted 
institutions within society. Due to recent advances 
in technology and changes in United States society, 

public libraries now also play a unique and critical role 
by offering free public Internet access. With the increas­
ing reliance on the Internet as a key source of news, 
social capital, and access to government services and 
information, the free access provided by public librar­
ies is an invaluable resource. As a result, a significant 
proportion of the U.S. population, including people 

who have no other means of access, people who need 
help using computers and the Internet, and people who 
have lower quality access, rely on the Internet access and 
computer help available in public libraries. Federal, state, 
and local government agencies now also rely on public 
libraries to provide citizens with access to and guidance 
in using e-government Web sites, forms, and services; 
many government agencies simply direct citizens to the 
nearest public library for help. This confluence of events 
has created a major new social role for public libraries—
guarantors of Internet and e-government access.

Though public libraries are not the only points of free 
Internet access in many communities, they have created 
the strongest commitment to providing access and help 
for all. By providing not only the access to technology, 
but also to help using the technology, libraries became 
Internet access points, while community technology cen­
ters, which usually did not offer the same level of avail­
able assistance, failed in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
Further, as libraries not only provide Internet access, but 
free computer access as well, they attract the people who 
do not own computers and do not benefit from a city’s 
or coffee shop’s free Wi-Fi. The compelling combination 
of free computer access, free Internet access, the avail­
ability of assistance from knowledgeable librarians, the 
value that public librarians place on serving their local 
communities, and the historical trust that society places 
in public libraries has made libraries a critical part of the 
U.S. social infrastructure. Without public libraries, large 
segments of the population would be cut off from access 
to the Internet and e-government. 

While the provision of Internet access for those who 
have no other access parallels the role of public libraries 
as providers of access to print materials, the matura­
tion of public libraries into Internet and e-government 
access hubs has profound implications for the roles 
that public libraries are being expected to play in their 
communities. Public libraries are trusted by their com­
munities as places that community members can turn 
to for unfettered information access and as places to go 
for information in times of need. Combining this trust 
with the power of Internet access and support makes 
public libraries even more critical within their local com­
munities. The trust placed in libraries is also important 
in balancing the lack of confidence that many citizens 
place in other government institutions as well as in the 
Internet. Clearly, e-government, which exists at this 
intersection, has its trustworthiness bolstered by the 
role of public libraries in its use. As patrons are able to 
access e-government through the library—a place that is 
trusted—they may have greater confidence in the gov­
ernment services they use through library computers 
and with the assistance of librarians. 

The important role of libraries in providing citizens 
with access to the Internet, and especially to e-govern­
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ment, makes natural sense given the values of the public 
library. These new services reflect the values traditionally 
upheld by public libraries, such as equal access to infor­
mation, literacy and learning, and democracy. Indeed, 
these values likely have played a significant role in 
developing and sustaining public trust in public libraries 
as institutions. Thus, to understand how public libraries 
have come to serve as the default site for e-government 
access, it is important to consider how this role builds on 
and reflects the public library’s enduring values.

Drawing upon several different strands of research, 
this article explores the intersections of public libraries, 
values, trust, and e-government. The article first exam­
ines the values of public libraries and the role that these 
values play in influencing popular opinion surrounding 
public libraries. Next, the article focuses on the trust 
that communities place in public libraries, which builds 
upon the values that libraries uphold. After that, the 
article explores the reasons why public libraries became 
and remain the public access point for e-government, 
providing examples from the 2004 and 2005 hurricane 
seasons that illustrate this point in the most extreme cir­
cumstances. The article then examines the nexus of public 
libraries, values, trust, and e-government, further exam­
ining how the values of librarianship and the confidence 
that communities place in their public libraries reinforce 
the role of public libraries in the provision of e-govern­
ment. Finally, the article explores how the e-government 
role of public libraries could be cultivated to improve 
library services through involvement in research and 
educational initiatives. 

■	 Public libraries and values

Values can be seen as “evaluative beliefs that synthesize 
affective and cognitive elements to orient people to the 
world in which they live.”1 In other words, values tie 
together how individuals think about the world and 
how they feel about the world. Following this definition, 
values are situated within individuals. Although they are 
a result of social interaction and may be shared among 
individuals, values are a highly individualized and per­
sonalized phenomenon. Thus, values arise at the intersec­
tion of the individual and the social, with some scholars 
now making a case for increasing the emphasis placed 
on values in the social sciences.2 Recently, many scholars 
and commentators have focused on the values of librar­
ies, most notably former ALA president Michael Gorman, 
who has written extensively on the topic.3

Gorman focuses on library values in response to what 
he views as a disconnect between library practitioners 
and academics. He argues that library-science programs 
are becoming increasingly detached from reality, and that 

one way to ground library science, as well as the library 
profession, is through an emphasis on the values of librar­
ianship, which demonstrate the core, enduring values of 
the profession.4 He explains that values, on the one hand, 
should provide a foundation for interaction and mutual 
understanding among members of a profession; on the 
other hand, they should not be viewed as immutable, but 
rather as sufficiently flexible to match the changing times. 
He lists eight central values of librarianship that he views 
as particularly salient at present: stewardship, service, 
intellectual freedom, rationalism, literacy and learning, 
equity of access to recorded knowledge and information, 
privacy, and democracy.

Frances Groen echoes Gorman’s sentiments and 
argues that one of the major limitations of library-science 
programs is their lack of attention to values.5 She argues 
that library and information science (LIS) programs place 
almost all of their educational emphasis on what librar­
ians do and how they do it, and almost none on the rea­
sons why they do what they do and why such activities 
are important. She identifies three fundamental library 
values: access to information, universal literacy, and 
preservation of cultural heritage, all of which she argues 
are also characteristics of liberal democratic societies. 
This argument parallels the observation that increases 
in information access within a society are essential to 
increasing the inclusiveness of the democratic process in 
that society.6 

Library historian Toni Samek focuses on another 
aspect of library values that is no longer as strongly 
emphasized—attempts to achieve neutrality in libraries.7 
Neutrality often was advocated as a cherished value, in 
the sense of providing equal access to all information and 
sources. However, Samek demonstrates that libraries, on 
the contrary, were more likely to emphasize mainstream 
information sources and thus privilege them over alter­
native sources. Not only has the value of neutrality been 
problematic in terms of how it has been implemented and 
mobilized in public libraries in the 1960s and 1970s, but it 
also is perhaps impossible to ever achieve in reality.8 The 
fact that neither Gorman nor Groen include neutrality in 
their listings of fundamental library values demonstrates 
how library values have continued to evolve as public 
libraries have developed as social institutions. 

As library values have developed, they have served to 
unite librarians and establish the role of public libraries in 
their communities. The values of librarianship have been 
encoded in the American Library Association’s (ALA) 
Library Bill of Rights, which strongly asserts the values 
of equal access and service for all patrons, nondiscrimina­
tion, diversity of viewpoint, and resistance to censorship 
and other abridgments of freedom of expression.9 The 
values of libraries and librarianship are one of the fac­
tors that lead communities to trust public libraries, as the 
following section explores. Overall, further study of the 
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role of values in libraries is essential, especially given the 
increasing role of technology in public libraries.10

■	 Public libraries and trust

Exactly one half of the respondents to a 2007 Pew Research 
Center study agreed with the statement “You can’t be too 
careful in dealing with people.”11 However, even in a 
climate where trust can be a precious commodity, public 
libraries are trusted by their communities. Carr argues 
that libraries have come to earn the trust of their com­
munities because of four obligations that librarians strive 
to meet: to provide user-centered service, to actively 
engage in helping users, to connect information seekers 
to unexplored information sources, and to take the goal 
of helping users as a professional duty that is controlled 
first and foremost by the library user.12 Similarly, Jaeger 
and Burnett argue that, because of its traditional defense 
of commonly accepted and popular values—such as 
free access to and exchange of information, providing a 
diverse range of materials and perspectives to users from 
across society, and opposition to government intrusions 
into personal reading habits—public libraries have come 
to be seen by members of the populace as a trusted source 
of information in the community.13 

Gorman argues for a direct link between the values of 
libraries and the trust that is instilled within them by the 
public, stating that one important mission for ensuring 
the survival of libraries and librarianship is “assuring the 
bond of trust between the library and the society we serve 
by demonstrating our stewardship and commitment, 
thus strengthening the mutuality of the interests of librar­
ians and the broader community.”14 Further, a 2006 study 
conducted by Public Agenda found that “public libraries 
seem almost immune to the distrust that is associated 
with so many other institutions.”15

In specific terms of the Internet, the public library “is a 
trusted community-based entity to which individuals turn 
for help in their online activities—even if they have comput­
ers and Internet access at home or elsewhere.”16 In a large-
scale national survey, 64 percent of respondents, including 
both users and non-users of public libraries, asserted that 
providing public access to the Internet should be one of the 
highest priorities for public libraries.17 Thus, trust in public 
libraries seems to carry over from other library services to 
provision of Internet access and training.

However, challenges to trust in public libraries seem 
to be growing in the Internet age. The trusted role of pro­
tecting users’ personal information may create conflicts 
with the other social responsibilities of public libraries.18 
As a result of a lack of preparedness of some librarians 
to deal with privacy issues, it is possible that “the trust 
that research shows users place in libraries is not fully 

repaid.”19 A 2005 OCLC study suggests that, indeed, 
user trust in public libraries shows signs of weakening, 
as the majority of citizens place as much trust in Internet 
search engines as they do in public libraries.20 Further, the 
changes in the law following the 9/11 terror attacks that 
have increased the ability of the federal government to 
track patron activities in public libraries, such as through 
the USA PATRIOT Act, have raised serious concerns 
about privacy and freedom of expression among many 
public library patrons and librarians.21 

Trust in libraries also has been challenged by the impo­
sition of filters for public libraries that receive E-rate fund­
ing due to the Children’s Internet Protection Act.22 While 
Internet access is no longer unfettered in libraries that have 
to comply with the law, public libraries have been able to 
prevent this law from eroding their role as trusted Internet 
provider through ALA’s vigorous legal challenge to the 
constitutionality of law and the rejection of E-rate funds by 
a large number of libraries after the Supreme Court upheld 
the constitutionality of the law.23 Thus, the trusting rela­
tionships that public libraries have built with their com­
munities are valuable commodities that can be transferred 
under some circumstances from one particular service to 
another, yet are not inalienable rights granted to public 
libraries. Rather, public trust is something that libraries 
must work hard to maintain. Trust in public libraries also 
has served as an important cause and effect of the role of 
libraries in providing access to e-government.

■	 Public libraries and e-government 

Public libraries are not only trusted as a means of access 
to the Internet in general, they are trusted as a provider of 
access to e-government. With nearly every United States 
public library now connected to the Internet and offer­
ing free public access, they can fill a community need of 
ensuring that all citizens have access to e-government 
and assistance using e-government services.24 Indeed, 
public libraries and the Internet have both improved 
public access to government information.25

This social role also is embraced by all levels of 
government, with government agencies often directing 
people with questions about their online materials to 
public libraries for help.26 As such, government agencies 
also trust public libraries to serve as key providers of e-
government access and training. Public libraries could 
not have foreseen becoming the default social access 
point for e-government when they began to provide free 
public Internet access in the mid-1990s, due in great part 
to the largely separate evolution of Internet access in 
libraries and e-government. However, they now fill this 
role in society, ensuring access to those who have no other 
means of reaching e-government and providing a safety 
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net of training and assistance for those who have access 
but need help using e-government. 

Public libraries have developed into the social source 
of e-government for two reasons. The first is simply that 
libraries committed to the provision of public Internet 
access in the early 1990s and have continued to grow 
and improve that access so that virtually all public 
libraries in the United States provide free public Internet 
access.27 However, presence of access alone does not 
account for the current role of the public library, as most 
public schools and government offices have Internet 
access, and community technology centers were origi­
nally funded to create an environment that would 
provide computer access. A key difference in public 
libraries is that they are historically trusted as providers 
of information, including government information, to 
all segments of society. “The public library is one place 
that is culturally ingrained as a trusted source of free 
and open information access and exchange.”28

A key part of the provision of Internet access in pub­
lic libraries also has been providing help. As Heanue 
explains, “even if Americans had all the hardware they 
needed to access every bit of government information 
they required, many would still need the help of skilled 
librarians whose job it is to be familiar with multiple 
systems of access to government systems.”29 Not only is 
the information trusted because of the source, the help 
is trusted because the librarians are part of the library. 
As e-government has developed and the complexity has 
grown, this trusted help has become invaluable to many 
people who need to use e-government but do not feel able 
to on their own. In a 2001 study of both public library and 
Internet users, the key preferences identified for public 
libraries included the ease of use, accuracy of informa­
tion available, and help provided by library staff.30 These 
perceptions have carried over into e-government, as the 
staff members not only provide help using e-government; 
their guidance directs users to the correct e-government 
sites and forms and makes using the sites an easier expe­
rience than it otherwise would be. 

In the era of e-government, governments internation­
ally are showing a strong preference for delivering ser­
vices via the Internet, particularly as a means of boosting 
cost-efficiency and reducing time spent on direct interac­
tions with citizens.31 However, citizens show a strong 
preference for phone-based or in-person interactions with 
government representatives when they have questions or 
are seeking services.32 E-government services generally 
are limited by difficulties in searching for and locating 
the desired information, as well as lack of availability of 
computers and Internet access to many segments of the 
general population.33 Such problems are exacerbated by 
general lack of familiarity of the structure of government 
and which agencies to contact as well as many citizens’ 
attitudes toward technology and government.34 Also, as 

e-government sites give more emphasis to presenting 
political agendas rather than promoting democratic par­
ticipation, users are less trusting of the sites themselves.35 
Finally, perhaps the most compelling reason for the reli­
ance on public libraries to provide access to and help with 
e-government is that public libraries provide support 
equally to all members of a community—and that free 
services are of most relative value to those who have the 
fewest resources of their own.

As a result of the reliance of patrons and government 
agencies on the public library as a center for e-government 
access and assistance, public librarians have had to become 
de facto experts on e-government, ranging from Medicare 
prescription plans to FEMA forms to immigration registra­
tion to water management registration.36 In one case, the 
involvement of a librarian who specialized in government 
information was necessary in a community planning pro­
cess to sort through the related e-government materials 
and information sources.37 One area where the social roles 
as provider of e-government and as trusted provider of 
information were notably intertwined was during the 2004 
and 2005 hurricane seasons along the Gulf Coast.

■	 Public libraries as trusted provider 
of e-government

Public libraries have become vital access points and com­
munication hubs for many communities and, in times of 
emergency, are vital in helping their communities cope with 
the crisis.38 This role proved especially important in com­
munities along the Gulf Coast during the unprecedented 
2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons, with public libraries 
employing their Internet access to assist their communities 
in hurricane recovery in numerous ways. The public librar­
ies in that region described five major roles for the public 
library Internet access in communities after a hurricane: 

■	 finding and communicating with dispersed and dis­
placed family members and friends;

■	 completing FEMA forms, which are online only, and 
insurance claims; 

■	 searching for news about conditions in the areas from 
which they had evacuated; 

■	 trying to find information about the condition of 
their homes or places of work, including checking 
news sites and satellite maps; and 

■	 helping emergency service providers find informa­
tion and connect to the Internet.39 

The provision of e-government information and assis­
tance in filling out e-government forms was a central 
function of these libraries in helping their communities. 
The level of assistance was astounding—one Mississippi 
library completed more than forty-five thousand FEMA 



38   IN  FORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND LIBRARIES   |  de cember 200738   IN  FORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND LIBRARIES   |  de cember 2007

applications for patrons in the first month after Katrina 
struck—despite the fact that the libraries were not specifi­
cally prepared to offer such a service and that few library 
systems planned for this type of situation.40 Furthermore, 
while libraries helped many communities, they could 
not meet the enormous needs in the affected communi­
ties. The events along the Gulf Coast in 2004 and 2005 
revealed a serious need for the integration of local and 
state public entities that have large-scale coordination 
plans to work with the libraries.41 

Most of the functions that community organizations 
played in the most ravaged areas after Katrina, Rita, 
Wilma, Dennis, Ivan, and the other major storms were 
completely ad hoc and unplanned.42 The federal gov­
ernment was of little help in the immediate aftermath 
of many of these situations.43 As such, it was the local 
community organizations, particularly public libraries, 
that used information technology (at least what was still 
working) to try to pick up the pieces, get aid, find the 
missing, and perform other vital functions. Consider 
the following quotes from local government officials 
explaining the role computers and Internet access in 
public libraries played in providing information to dev­
astated communities:

Our public access computers have been the only 
source of communicating with insurance carriers, the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency and other 
sources of aid.

The greatest impact has been access to information such 
as FEMA forms and job applications that are ONLY 
available via Internet. This was highly visible during 
the aftermath of hurricanes Rita & Katrina. Overall 
access to information in this rural community has been 
outstanding due to use of the Internet.

Relief workers were encouraged to use the library to 
keep in touch with family and friends through email. . 
. . The Library provided a FEMA team with local maps 
and help in locating areas that potentially suffered 
major damage from the storm.

During the immediate aftermath of Katrina, our com­
puters were invaluable in locating missing family, 
applying for FEMA relief (which could only be done 
online) and other emergency needs. For that time—the 
computers were a Godsend.

We have a large number of displaced people who are 
coming to rely upon the library in ways many of them 
never expected. I’ve had so many people tell me that 
they had never been to a library before they had to 
find someplace to file a FEMA application or insur­
ance claim. Many of these people knew nothing about 
computers and would have been totally lost without 
the staff’s help.44 

Along with e-government access, one of the greatest 
affects of access to information related to searches for lost 
family, friends, and pets, with many libraries creating lists 
of individuals who had been to the library and who were 
being sought to help in establishing contacts between 
people. As one librarian stated, “our computers were 
invaluable in locating a missing family.”45 Searches were 
conducted by patrons and by librarians helping them to 
locate evacuees and search for information about those 
who stayed behind. Internet access also allowed patrons 
to have “contact with family members outside of the 
disaster area,” “communicate with family and friends,” 
and “stay in touch with family and friends due to lack of 
telephone service.”46 Libraries used their Internet access 
to aid rescue personnel to communicate with their agen­
cies, and even to direct emergency responders with direc­
tions, maps, and information about where people most 
needed help.47 

The level of local libraries’ success in meeting the 
needs of their communities after the hurricanes varied 
widely, though. Many were simply overwhelmed by the 
numbers of people in need and limited by the fact that 
they had never expected to have to act as a community 
lifeline in this way.48 The libraries that faired the best were 
usually in Florida; they have a greater familiarity with 
dealing with hurricanes and thus were more prepared and 
had more established ties between local libraries, county 
governments, and state agencies.49 Having Internet access 
and expertise is clearly not enough. Planning, coordina­
tion, experience, and government support and funding 
all influenced how different public libraries were able 
to respond after the major hurricanes. Public libraries 
also may be able to play a role in ongoing emergency 
response efforts, such as the development of large-scale 
community response grids that coordinate citizens and 
emergency responders in emergencies.50

The greatest lesson, however, may be that public librar­
ies, as trusted providers of information technology access, 
particularly access to e-government, are the most local 
line of response in communities. The national government 
failed shatteringly and completely to help people after 
Hurricane Katrina, while little public libraries in and on 
the edges of the devastation hummed along. The local 
nature of the response that libraries could provide man­
aged to reach communities and members of those commu­
nities much better than national or state level responses. 
Such local response to crises, while vital, is becoming much 
harder to find outside of public libraries. 	  

■	 The nexus of public libraries, 
values, trust, and e-government

The democratically oriented core values of public librar­
ies and the trust that communities place in their public 
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libraries have the potential to significantly enhance and 
strengthen the role of public libraries in the provision 
of e-government. Citizens who access e-government 
using computers in public libraries, and with the expert 
assistance of librarians, may have more confidence in the 
e-government information and services they are using as 
a result of their high regard for public libraries. As patrons 
trust that librarians will help them reach the information 
they need, patrons’ awareness of and confidence in 
e-government will increase as they learn from librarians 
about the types of information and services available 
from e-government. Further, by teaching patrons what 
is available from and how to use e-government, librar­
ians are serving to increase the number of e-government 
users. Because e-government is still at an early stage in 
its development, such positive associations could play a 
critical role in encouraging and facilitating its widespread 
acceptance and adoption. 

Just as e-government is still in its formative stages, 
research on e-government also is just getting started. 
To date, research on e-government has focused more 
on technical than social aspects. For example, a meta-
analysis of 110 peer-reviewed journal articles related to 
e-government revealed that the relationship between 
e-government and values is an important, yet to date 
understudied, topic.51 It is important to consider not only 
bandwidth and markup languages, but also values and 
trust in developing and analyzing e-government.

It also is important to consider the relationship 
between trust in e-government and the potential for 
increasingly participatory democracy. Trust can be seen 
as “centrally positioned at the nexus between the 
primarily internally driven administrative reforms of 
e-government’s architecture and the related, more exter­
nally rooted pressures for e-governance reflected in 
widening debates on openness and engagement.”52 
Similarly, “citizen engagement can help build and 
strengthen the trust relationship between governments 
and citizens.”53 Through e-government, it is possible to 
facilitate citizen participation in government through 
the bidirectional interactive potential of the Internet, 
making it possible to move toward strong democracy.54 
Greater faith in democracy can potentially significantly 
increase citizen trust in e-government.

At the same time that we consider all of these impor­
tant issues related to e-government, it is important not 
to lose sight of the critical role that public libraries play 
in the provision of e-government. Further, it is necessary 
to make certain that public libraries receive credit and 
support for the work that they do in providing access to 
and help with e-government. As demonstrated above, 
public libraries are uniquely and ideally situated to 
ensure access to and assistance in using e-government 
information and services. However, this activity is not 
sustainable without the recognition and resources that 

must accompany this role. The conclusion addresses this 
important point in more detail.

■	 Conclusions and future directions

The evolution of the public library into an e-government 
access point has occurred without the direct intention of 
public libraries and without their involvement in policy 
decisions related to these new social roles. As with the 
need to become more active in encouraging the develop­
ment of technologies to help libraries fulfill these social 
expectations, public libraries also must become more 
involved in the policy-making process and in seeking 
financial and other support for these activities. Public 
libraries have to demand a voice not only to better con­
vey their critical role in the provision e-government, but 
to help shape the direction of the policy-making process 
to ensure more government support for the access to and 
help with e-government that they provide. 

Public libraries have taken on these responsibilities 
without receiving additional funding. While the provi­
sion of Internet access alone is a major expense for public 
libraries, the reliance of government agencies on public 
libraries as the public support system for e-government 
adds very significant extra burdens to libraries.55 In a 
2007 survey of Florida public libraries, for example, 98.7 
percent indicated that they receive no support from an 
outside agency to support the e-government services 
the library provides, despite the fact that 83.3 percent of 
responding libraries indicated that the use of e-govern­
ment in the library had increased overall library usage.56 
This lack of outside support has resulted in public librar­
ies in different parts of the country having widely varying 
access to the Internet.57

The reality is that public libraries are expected by 
patrons and government agencies to fulfill this social 
role, whether or not any support—financial, staffing, or 
training—is provided for this role. The vital roles that 
public libraries played in the aftermath of the major hur­
ricanes of the 2004 and 2005 seasons may have perma­
nently cemented the public and government perception 
of public libraries as hubs for e-government access.58

While public libraries have become the unofficial uni­
versal access point for e-government and are trusted to 
serve as a vital community response and recovery agency 
during emergencies, they do not receive funding or other 
forms of external assistance for these functions. Public 
libraries need to become involved in and encourage plans 
and programs that will serve to sustain these essential and 
inextricably linked activities, while also bringing some level 
of financial, training, and staffing support for these roles. 

The tremendous efforts and successes of public librar­
ies in the aftermath of the 2004 and 2005 hurricanes has 
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earned libraries a central position to e-government and 
emergency planning at local, state, and federal levels. In 
those emergency situations, public libraries were able to 
serve their communities in a capacity that was far beyond 
the traditional image of the role of libraries, but these 
emergency response roles are as significant as anything 
else libraries could do for their communities. In order to 
continue fulfilling these roles and adequately performing 
other expected functions, public libraries need to push 
not only for financial support, but also for a greater role in 
planning and decision-making related to e-government 
services as well as emergency response and recovery at 
all levels of government. 

If strategic plans and library activities have a consis­
tent message about the need for support, the interrelated 
roles of trusted source of local information, e-government 
access provider, and community-response information 
and coordination center can make a compelling argument 
for increases in funding, support, and social standing of 
public libraries. The most obvious source of further sup­
port for these activities would be the federal government. 
Amazingly, federal government support accounts for 
only about 1 percent of public library funding.59 Given 
that federal government agencies are already relying on 
public libraries to ensure access to e-government and fos­
ter community response and recovery in times of emer­
gencies, federal support for these social roles of the public 
library clearly can and should be increased significantly. 

State libraries, cooperatives, and library networks 
already work to coordinate funding and activities related 
to certain programs, such as the E-rate program.60 These 
same library collectives may be able to work together 
to promote the need for additional resources and coor­
dinate those resources once they are attained. Private 
and public partnerships offer another potential means 
of support for these library activities. With its strong 
historical and current connections to technology and 
libraries, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation might 
be a very important partner in funding and facilitating 
the increased role that public libraries play in providing 
access to and help with e-government. The search for 
additional funding to support e-government provision 
should not only focus on funds for access and training, 
but also on funds for research about how to better meet 
individual and community e-government needs and the 
affects of e-government provision by public libraries on 
individuals and communities. 

Regardless of what approaches are taken to find­
ing greater support, however, public libraries must do 
a better job of communicating their involvement in the 
provision of e-government to governments and private 
organizations in order to increase support. Such commu­
nications will need to be part of a larger strategy to define 
a place within public policy that gives public libraries a 
voice in e-government issues. If public libraries are going 

to fulfill this social role, they must become a greater pres­
ence in the national policy discourse surrounding e-gov­
ernment. To increase their support and standing in policy 
discourse, libraries must not be hesitant in reminding the 
public and government officials of their successes after 
emergencies and in providing the social infrastructure for 
e-filing of taxes, enrolling in Medicare prescription drug 
plans, and myriad other routine e-government activities.

 In many societies, e-government has come to be 
seen by many citizens and governments as a force that 
will enhance democratic participation, more closely link 
citizens and their representatives, and help disadvan­
taged populations become more active participants in 
government and in society.61 E-government is seen by 
many as having “the potential to fundamentally change 
a whole array of public interactions with government.”62 
While the E-government Act of 2002 and President’s 
E-government Management Agenda have emphasized 
the transformative effect of e-government, thus far it 
has primarily been used as a way to make information 
available, provide forms and electronic filing, and distrib­
ute the viewpoints of government agencies.60 However, 
many citizens do look to e-government as a valuable 
source of information, considering e-government sites 
to be “objective authoritative sources.”64 Currently, the 
primary reason that people use e-government is to gather 
information.65 In the United States, 58 percent of Internet 
users in the United States believe e-government to be the 
best source for government information, 65 percent of 
Americans expect that information they are seeking will 
be on a government site, and 26 million Americans seek 
political information online everyday.66

Public satisfaction with the e-government services 
available, however, is limited. As commercial sites are 
developing faster and provide more innovative services 
than e-government sites, public satisfaction with gov­
ernment Web sites is declining.67 Public confidence in 
government Web sites also has declined as much of the 
public policy related to e-government since 9/11 has 
been to reduce access to information through e-govern­
ment.68 The types of information that have been affected 
include many forms of socially useful information, from 
scientific information to public safety information to 
information about government activities.69 For these and 
other reasons, the majority of citizens, even those with a 
high-speed Internet connection at home, seeking govern­
ment information and services prefer to speak to a person 
directly in their contacts with the government.70 In many 
cases, people turn to public librarians to serve as the per­
son involved in e-government contacts. 

Further, when people struggle with, become frustrated 
by, or reject e-government services, they turn to public 
libraries. Every year, public libraries deal with huge num­
bers of patrons needing help with online taxes, and the 
Medicare prescription drug plan sign-up period resulted in 
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an influx of seniors to public libraries seeking help in using 
the online registration system.71 For example, during the 
2006 tax season, Virginia discontinued the distribution of 
free print copies of tax forms to encourage use of the online 
system. Instead, citizens of the state flooded public librar­
ies, assuming that libraries could find them print copies of 
the forms, which of course the libraries did. 

It seems unlikely, however, that the same government 
officials pushing the use of e-government are aware of the 
roles of public libraries in helping citizens with day-to-day 
e-government use. Further, the enormous social roles of 
public libraries in emergency response in communities, 
such as during the 2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons, are 
far from widely known among government officials. To 
encourage the provision of external funding, the develop­
ment of targeted support technologies, and policy sup­
port for these social roles, public libraries must make the 
government and the public better aware of these roles and 
what is needed to ensure that the roles can be fulfilled.

Similarly, there is an extremely important role for LIS 
programs in ensuring public libraries can meet community 
expectations for e-government provision. LIS program 
graduates need to be prepared to help patrons access and 
use e-government information and services. As govern­
ment activities move primarily or exclusively online, 
patrons will increasingly seek help with e-government 
from public libraries. LIS programs must ensure that grad­
uates are ready to serve patrons in this capacity. In 2007, 
the College of Information Studies at the University of 
Maryland became the first ALA-accredited school to offer 
a concentration in e-government as part of the Master of 
Library Science program.72 The goal of this concentration 
is to prepare future librarians who wish to specialize in 
e-government, which will be an area of increasing and sig­
nificant need as more government information and services 
move online and more government agencies rely on public 
libraries to ensure access to e-government. LIS programs 
need to prioritize finding ways to incorporate the teaching 
of issues related to e-government in public libraries as new 
concentrations or courses, or into existing courses. The 
provision of e-government is an important role of public 
libraries that is likely to increase significantly, and gradu­
ates of LIS programs need to be prepared to meet patrons’ 
e-government information needs. Further, LIS faculties 
also can support public libraries in their e-government 
access and training roles by focusing more research on the 
intersections of public libraries and e-government.

Ultimately, the role of the trusted and valued public 
provider of e-government access creates many financial 
and staffing obligations and social responsibilities, but 
it also is a tremendous opportunity for public libraries. 
Fighting against censorship efforts in the 1950s estab­
lished the public perception of libraries as guardians of 
the First Amendment during the McCarthy era.73 Working 
to ensure access and the ability to use e-government is 

creating new public perceptions of libraries as guardians 
of equal access in new but just as socially meaningful 
ways. Rather than needing to ponder whether the emer­
gence of the Internet will limit or remove the relevance of 
public libraries, the advent of e-government has created a 
brand new and very significant role that public libraries 
can play in serving their communities. Given the empha­
sis that governments are placing on moving information 
and services online, patrons will continue to need access 
to and assistance in using e-government. 

The trust and values that have long been associated 
with public libraries are evolving to include the social 
expectations of the provision of access to and training for 
e-government by public libraries. In the same ways that 
patrons have learned to trust public libraries to provide 
equal access to print information sources, they now have 
learned to trust that libraries can provide equal access to 
e-government information. It seems that citizens will regu­
larly be turning to public libraries for help with mundane 
e-government activities, such as finding forms and filing 
taxes, as well as with the most pressing e-government 
activities, as was demonstrated in the aftermath of hur­
ricanes Katrina and Rita. Because the trust in and values 
of public libraries have set the stage for the emerging role 
of libraries in e-government, public libraries need to work 
to ensure the availability of the support, education, and 
policy decisions that they need to serve their communities 
in this new and vital role in situations ranging from every­
day information needs to the most extreme circumstances. 

In spite of the costs associated with serving as the 
public’s e-government access center, acting as the social 
guarantor of equal access to e-government emphatically 
demonstrates that public libraries will continue to be a 
central part of the infrastructure of society in the Internet 
age. Public libraries now must learn to articulate better 
the social roles they are playing and the types of support 
they need from LIS programs, funding agencies, and gov­
ernment agencies to continue playing these roles.
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