
Towards on Information Rich-Society: electronic publications in UK public libraries 

Colette Coles 

Department of Information Science, The City University, London, UK 

Abstract 

Discussed are the findings of a PhD research project "Use and non
use by library users of open access CD-ROMs in UK public 
libraries". The paper will focus mainly on the analysis of data 
collected during 1997 from a number of public libraries in the UK .. 
The findings cover 1) CD-ROM provision: details of which CD
ROM publications and type of hardware and services currently 
available for public use; 2) User profiles: a demographic profile of 
users; 3) CD-ROM usage: looks at the titles users have searched. 

The conference provides an opportunity to present the findings of a study1 into people's use 
and non-use of electronic media in UK public libraries. Outlined is the current situation 
regarding the implementation of electronic publications in public libraries, with particular 
emphasis on the provision of CD-ROM publications. 
The study is concerned with two important aspects of electronic publication in public 
libraries. 
1. Role of public library: does the public library offer the right environment for the successful 

take up of electronic publications? Can public libraries promote electronic publications or 
is the competition from elsewhere, such as the home computer or the college resource 
centre, too great? Can public libraries nurture IT literacy? Can electronic media be 
successfully implemented in public libraries when the users are so diverse and are not 
trained information handlers. 

2. End users and IT: with the rise of self-service information, how do 'ordinary' people 
handle new forms of information? Are people turned on or off by electronic media? If the 
Information Society is to be an Information Democracy, with active information citizens, it 
is essential to understand how people relate to IT resources, otherwise it could become a 
society of information-literate and information-illiterate. 

CD-ROM provision 
CD-ROMs first appeared on the UK public library scene in the very late 1980s. In 1989, only 
29% of all library authorities had CD-ROMs, none of which were for public use (Batt, 1990). 
Over the following 8 years the landscape changed with more library authorities having CD
ROMs, as well as the types of access changing from staff-only to public access. By 1997, 
65% of library authorities had CD-ROMs of which only third provided open access to the 
CD-ROMs. Nearly half the authorities had CD-ROMs for staff onlY, 
At the end of 1996, all library authorities known to have open access CD-ROMs were 
surveyed to establish levels of CD-ROM provision. In all 52 sites from 14 Authorities across 

1 Study is part of PhD "Factors affecting the use and non-use of open access CD-ROMs in UK public libraries" 
based at City University, London. For details please contact author (en646@soi.city.ac.uk) 
2 Most of the data for these statistics were gleaned from surveys by Chris Batt, William Shields and author 
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