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Why is This Study Important?

Public libraries hold a special place in the lives of
New Brunswickers. They are places to learn,
connect, and feel part of a community, welcoming
people of all ages and backgrounds.

Meanwhile, their role is only continuing to grow.
As technology evolves and daily life becomes
more digital, libraries have adapted — offering
Wi-Fi and online resources, running community
programs, and even stepping in during
emergencies. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for
example, public libraries across New Brunswick
(NB) supported emergency response efforts,

working to promote health and safety efforts
throughout the province.

As libraries provide more services and programs for their communities, decision
makers want to understand the kinds of outcomes and opportunities these
investments help create. Yet, while the costs of running a library are fairly
straightforward to measure, the benefits are not. Many of the positive effects of
library use — like stronger early learning, better educational outcomes, and deeper
community ties — often develop slowly and behind the scenes. This leaves an
important gap: we know libraries matter to their communities, but we have far less
clarity on how they make a difference and who is benefitting most.

This study helps fill that gap. By using linked administrative data accessed through
DataNB, it looks beyond what libraries can track on their own to see how library
engagement connects to outcomes that matter for the province. It examines who is
borrowing public library materials and how library use relates to developmental,
educational, and retention outcomes that the NB Public Library Service cannot
observe directly in library data alone.

By bringing these observations together, this summary report offers a clearer
picture of the reach and potential impact of NB’s public libraries — evidence that
can support thoughtful decision making and help strengthen the social and
economic well-being of communities across the province.



How Was This Study Completed?

To complete this study, we used library checkout records from the NB Public Library
Service linked with 2021 Census data and administrative records of Medicare
eligibility, Early Years Evaluation scores, report card scores, high school graduations,
post-secondary student enrolments, and permanent resident landings.

Library use was measured at the household level, reflecting the common practice of
parents borrowing materials on behalf of children. Descriptive analyses compared
outcomes for individuals in library-using and non-using households across
demographic and geographic groups, examining patterns in who uses libraries, how
often they use them, and how outcomes differ across populations. To help isolate the
relationship between library use and developmental, educational, and retention
outcomes, we used regression models with fixed effects and controls for factors such
as neighbourhood income, prior academic performance, early developmental
assessments, and more. We also used the temporary closure of the Kennebecasis
Public Library in 2022 to examine how changes in access affect library engagement.
More details on our data and methods are available in the full report.

Limitations

While reading the results, it's important to keep a few
limitations in mind. For instance, not all library
cardholders could be matched to provincial Medicare
records, meaning some users — particularly those with
unstable housing — are underrepresented in the data. As a
result, overall estimates of library use are likely somewhat
lower than the true rate.

The study also captures only one dimension of library
engagement: borrowing physical materials. It does not
include visits for programs, computer use, Wi-Fi access, or
other on-site services, so the full extent of library use is
not fully reflected in the measures used here. Finally, the
study relies on observational data. Although the analyses
include extensive controls and fixed effects to account for
differences between groups, the results reflect strong
associations rather than experimentally established causal
effects.


https://www.unb.ca/datanb/research/publications/valuing-public-libraries-nb.html

Who's Using NB’s Public Libraries?

Public libraries serve New Brunswickers across all ages and
communities, but patterns of use vary. Understanding who is
borrowing materials — and who is not — helps show which
households are most engaged and where gaps may exist.

The most common borrowers include:

Families with children

At least 1 in 5 households with children used
public libraries in 2022, compared to less than
10% of households without children.

Younger age demographics

Overall, 9% of households with seniors (age 65+)
borrowed library materials in 2022, compared to
12% of households without seniors.

Recent immigrant households

In 2022, 23% of recent immigrant households
borrowed library materials, compared to only
11% of non-immigrant households.

» While this information provides important insights into who is using public
libraries, information on who isn’t borrowing materials is less clear.

Many high-risk library users either do not have their own library card or lack
a permanent address that could be used for data linkage. This means that
NB’s most vulnerable populations are likely missing from these results.



What Other Factors Impact Public Library Use?

Library borrowers are more concentrated in higher-income areas.

Nearly 1 in 10 families living in high-

Ps 9% ° 6% income neighbourhoods borrow library
o henEe el i of households in materials, compared to just 6% of
the highest quintile the lowest quintile families in lower-income areas.

b It's important to remember, however, that public libraries offer many in-
branch services not captured in “borrowing” data. While higher-income
families are more likely to borrow from a public library, this does not
necessarily mean they are the most likely to visit a public library.

Library use is also largely impacted by distance.
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The importance of easy, consistent library access

When the Kennebecasis Public Library closed for repairs in 2022, library use among
its regular patrons declined by around 43%. This suggests that when a service is

unavailable, many users stop using the library, rather than visit other branches.



Impacts and Benefits of Using Public Libraries

Children and youth in library-using households show better developmental and
academic outcomes than those in non-library households, with this difference most
pronounced at the lower neighbourhood income quintiles.

Children and youth in library-using households exhibit:

mp Stronger signs of appropriate cognitive development
and social awareness before entering Kindergarten.

mp Higher course averages during high school.

mp Higher likelihood of graduating from high school on time.

Confounders - Digging into Cause and Correlation

Even though children from library-using households tend to have better academic
outcomes, these findings reflect associations rather than causal effects. In other
words, these results alone cannot tell us whether library use itself contributes to
better academic outcomes or whether other factors may be at play.

For instance, it's possible that higher-performing students may simply be more likely
to use the library, rather than the library improving their grades.

To account for this possibility, we ran regression models that control for potential
confounders - that is, factors likely to impact outcomes — to better understand
whether public libraries truly improve outcomes. We look at the impact on:

School grades Resilience to Continued Immigrant
during elementary COVID-19 grade university retention in the
and middle school shocks enrolment province



Regression Results: Impacts of Using Public Libraries

After controlling for factors that could influence these results (such as
students’ prior abilities), regression analyses confirm that using the Q
public library has a positive effect on academic achievement. ey

Regression analyses also suggest that immigrants who use the library ’\:a .y
are more likely to stay in NB, compared to immigrant households " :{,
that do not use the province's public libraries. K\:“& ]

Public Library Use and Academic Outcomes

Primary School Grades Resilience to Shocks Academic Persistence

In general, library-using During the COVID-19 University students from
students scored 0.089 pandemic, library-using library-using families were
points higher on their students in grades 2-5 5 to 15 percentage points
report cards than and 7-8 had a smaller more likely to continue to
students from non-library decline in marks than their second year than
households. their non-library peers. non-library students.

» Each of these results was statistically significant. This means the differences
we observed were large enough — and consistent enough - that they are likely
not due to chance and represent real impacts instead.

Public Library Use and Immigrant Retention
The impact of public library use on immigrant retention appears to grow over time.

« One year after landing, library-using immigrants are only 1.6 percentage points more
likely than non-library immigrants to still be in NB (which is not significant).

« However, at the 2-year and 3-year marks, they are 3.2 and 3.7 percentage points
more likely to stay, both of which are statistically significant.



Discussion of Findings

NB's public libraries matter to many residents, but people engage with them in
different ways depending on factors like their stage of life, their income, and how close
they live to a branch. Families with children and recent immigrants stand out as
especially active borrowers, and their positive outcomes suggest that libraries are
playing a steady, practical role in helping families learn, grow, and find their footing in
the province.

However, the study also shows that the benefits of library use are not evenly
distributed. Children in lower-income neighbourhoods appear to gain the most from
borrowing materials, especially in the early years. Yet these same neighbourhoods have
the lowest borrowing rates. This mismatch raises important questions about access, as
the children who could benefit most from library resources are often the least likely to
be using them. This points to a need to understand what stands in the way, and
whether a lack of transportation, awareness, or other barriers are making it harder for
some families to visit a branch.

Although this study did not look into how close lower-income families live to public
libraries, we do know that distance matters. Households that live farther from a library
are less likely to borrow materials, and the Kennebecasis closure shows how even a
temporary disruption can reduce engagement. These patterns underline something
simple but important: people are more likely to use libraries when they can get to them
easily. When access becomes inconvenient, use can drop quickly.

Finally, while this study cannot prove cause and effect, the results are consistent across
multiple analyses, showing that library use is linked with positive outcomes in early
development, school performance, and settlement. These patterns suggest that
libraries act as valuable supports that help people learn, develop, and integrate into
their communities across New Brunswick.

Questions?

Contact Us

Tel: (506) 447-3363
Email: datanb@unb.ca
Website: https://www.unb.ca/datanb/
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