Belleville Area District Library Board
Regular Meeting Agenda
December 10, 2024 at 7:30 PM

The Belleville Area District Library Board will meet in person in the library’s 2" floor Conference Room.

Agenda:

Pledge of Allegiance

Roll Call: Cichewicz, Fleming, Hughes-Grubbs, Juriga, Peters, Priest, Stoudemire
Approve Agenda

Approve November 12, 2024, Regular Meeting Minutes

Public Comments

Approve 2025 Regular Board Meeting Dates

Approve 2025 Library Closure Dates

Committee Reports

N U R WDNPE

Building-Cichewicz
Bylaws-luriga
Finance-Stoudemire
Marketing-Hughes-Grubbs
Personnel-Priest

mmonNnwpre

Policy-Fleming
G. Art
9. Approve Accounts Payable
10. Director’s Report/Comments/Communications
11. Trustee Comments
12. Chair Comments
13. Adjournment

Any citizen wishing to provide input or ask questions about any agenda item may speak during the meeting’s Public Comments
section or forward comments to the Library Director in advance by leaving a message at 734-699-3291 or via the Contact
Information found at www.belleville.lib.mi.us. Any citizen requesting accommodation to attend this meeting may contact the library
at least 24 hours prior to the meeting, using the above contact information.

Next Regular BADL Board Meeting: January 14, 2025, at 7:30 PM
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Belleville Area District Library
Meeting Minutes
November 12, 2024

. Call to Order: Chair Sharon Peters called the meeting to order at 7:30 pm.

. Roll Call: The following board members were present: Joy Cichewicz, Dan Fleming, Alma
Hughes-Grubbs, John Juriga, Sharon Peters, Linda Priest, and Tonya Stoudemire. Also
present: Library Director Mary Jo Suchy.

Chair Peters welcomed newly elected board member Dr. Maria Jackson-Smith who will
begin her term in January.

. Approve Agenda:
Motion by Juriga, seconded by Priest, to approve the agenda as presented. The motion
carried unanimously.

. Approve October 8, 2024, Regular Meeting Minutes: Motion by Priest, seconded by
Stoudemire, to approve the October 8, 2024, minutes as presented. The motion carried
unanimously.

. Public Comments: Dr. Jackson-Smith noted that she looks forward to working with
everyone and that she has big shoes to fill in replacing John Juriga on the board.

. Committee Reports

A. Building: The committee met and recommended moving forward with O’Neal
Construction on the automated restroom doors, bathroom vape detectors, and black
tread on the circular stairs. The other flagpole light will also be replaced.
Bylaws: No report.

Finance: Stoudemire presented the 3-month General Fund Budget Comparison
Schedule.

Marketing: No report.

Personnel: No report.

Policy: No report.

. Art: The award-winning works from the BACA art show are on display.
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. Approve Accounts Payable: Motion by Stoudemire, seconded by Cichewicz, to approve
the accounts payable as presented. The motion carried unanimously.

. Director’s Report: See attached. The library’s internet and telephone services are
currently down. The outage is affecting all of the libraries in The Library Network’'s Wide
Area Network.

. Trustee Comments:

Cichewicz — Is glad to be on the board for another four years and looks forward to keeping
the library doing what it needs to do. She is happy to have Maria join the board.
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Hughes-Grubbs — Congratulated all who ran for the board and looks forward to serving.
She wished everyone a great holiday.

Stoudemire — Congratulated all of the board winners and welcomed Dr. Jackson-Smith to
the board.

Fleming — Echoed Stoudemire’s comments. Noted that Harvest Fest was very busy and
that it was nice to see the crowds at the library. He witnessed children who saw the
children’s room for their very first time. He thanked the staff for a very well-organized
Harvest Fest.

Juriga — Encountered a gentleman at a restaurant who really likes our library.

Priest — Was reading a Sunday New York Times article regarding some of the stress that
librarians can face at work.

10.Chair Comments:
Peters — Observed that management has been handling staffing very well. She is thankful
for this board and library and to be engaged with the work that the library does.

11.Adjournment:
Motion by Juriga, seconded by Priest, to adjourn. The meeting adjourned at 8:10 pm.
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Belleville Area District Library Board
2025 Meeting Dates

The Belleville Area District Library Board meets in the library’s 2" floor
conference room on the second Tuesday of the month at 7:30 pm.

The 2025 meeting dates are as follows:

January 14, 2025
February 11, 2025
March 11, 2025
April 8, 2025
May 13, 2025
June 10, 2025
July 8, 2025
August 12, 2025
September 9, 2025
October 14, 2025
November 18, 2025*
December 9, 2025

(Notices of special meetings will be posted at least 18 hours prior to any special
meetings).

*The board will meet on the third Tuesday in November due to Veterans Day
falling on the second Tuesday.

Belleville Area District Library
167 Fourth Street
Belleville MI 48111
(734-699-3291)
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Belleville Area District Library
2025 Closed Dates

Wednesday, Jan. 1: New Year's Day
Monday, January 20: Martin Luther King, Jr. Day
Sunday, April 20: Easter
Friday, April 25: (Staff Training Day)
Monday, May 26: Memorial Day
Friday, July 4: Independence Day
Monday, Sept. 1: Labor Day
Tuesday, Nov. 11: Veteran's Day

Thursday, Nov. 27: Thanksgiving
Friday, Nov. 28: Thanksgiving

Wednesday, Dec. 24: Christmas
Thursday, Dec. 25: Christmas
Wednesday, Dec 31: New Year's Eve



Belleville Area District Library

Operating:
Check Date

11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/12/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
11/20/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024
12/04/2024

40

40

40

Vendor Namne

A PRODUCTION BUILDING SOLUTION
AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES
APPLIED INNOVATION

CHASE CARDMEMBER SERVICE
DANIELS AND ZERMACK LLC
DEMCO

DTE ENERGY

DTE ENERGY

ODP BUSINESS SOLULTIONS LLC
ODP BUSINESS SOLULTIONS LLC
STATE OF MICHIGAN

THE LIBRARY NETWORK

UNIFIRST CORP

UNIQUE MANAGEMENT SERVICES INC
UNITED STATES POSTAL SERVICE
WASTE MANAGEMENT OF M, INC
AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES
BELLEVILLE CENTRAL BUS. COMM
BLUE CROSS BLUE SHIELD OF MICH
CLEAR RATE COMMUNICATIONS
DC LAWN & SNOW

DTE ENERGY

GA BUSINESS PURCHASER LLC
SHARON DUCKWORTH, CPA

THE LIBRARY NETWORK

UNITED HEALTHCARE

AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES
APPLIED INNOVATION

CHASE CARDMEMBER SERVICE
DEMCO

DTE ENERGY

FRIENDS OF THE BELLEVILLE AREA
LONG MECHANICAL SERVICE
MANGO LANGUAGES

MI MUNICIPAL RISK MGT AUTH
O'NEAL CONSTRUCTION, INC

ODP BUSINESS SOLULTIONS LLC
OTIS ELEVATOR COMPANY
STANDARD INSURANCE COMPANY
WASTE MANAGEMENT OF M, INC

Checks Total:

Bank Total:

Grand Total:

Date:

Time:
Page:

Check Description
Monthly cleaning Oct
Program Supplies & Books
Copier/Printer Usage
Office/Program Supplies,
Professional Design Services
Office Supplies

Electric Service 4th St
Gas/Electric Sumpter
Office Supplies

Bldg & Office Supplies
Boiler Inspection
Telephone

Unifirst/Mats

Oct Placements

Postage to Permit #103
Dumpster Service

Books & office supplies
Christmas Coloring Book Page
Dental

Fax Service

Lawn Service Oct

Gas Service 4th St

Alarm Service Sumpter
Accounting Service Nov
Book Billing Oct
Healthcare

Books & program supplies
Printer Copier Usage
Supplies & postage

Office Supplies

Electric 4th St.

October Payout

Faucet Repair
Conversation Subscription
Liability Insurance

Door Replacement
Building & office Supplies
Maintenance 12/1/24-2/28/25
Short & Long Term Disability Insurance
Dumpster Service

11/05/2024

2:50 PM
1

Amount
3,565.00
67.57
729.00
420.53
4,097.50
60.94
3,772.11
162.57
1,135.88
55.25
450.00
509.80
157.57
97.20
2,000.00
439.98
219.95
50.00
1,013.20
334.40
280.00
678.96
56.96
1,025.00
23,926.86
16,580.35
232.18
616.58
310.04
88.65
3,158.44
635.15
185.00
3,528.00
5,708.25
1,077.72
512.25
1,298.19
1,397.74
439.26

81,074.03

81,074.03

81,074.03



LIBRARY PROGRAMS

LIBRARY VISITS
November

Fiscal Year

TOTAL CIRC
November

Fiscal Year

ADULT

PROGRAMMING
November

Fiscal Year

YOUTH/TEEN

PROGRAMMING
November

Fiscal Year

2024/25
15,054

65,440

2024/25
19,745

106,560

2024/25

212

893

2024/25

406
1,971

ALL AGES PROGRAMMING:

REF. QUESTIONS 2024/25

November

Fiscal Year

INTERNET USE
November

Fiscal Year

YOUTH/TEEN

INTERNET
November

Fiscal Year

1,396
8,273

2024/25
828

5,014

2024/25

228
1,363

DIRECTOR’S REPORT
December 2024

November:

Nov.: 0

2023/24
10,152

58,782

2023/24
20,464

108,666

2023/24

130

539

2023/24

371
1,942

Fiscal Year:

2023/24
1,523

8,185

2023/24
833

5,290

2023/24

249
1,469

Adults: 21

Youth: 21

% change
48.29%

11.33%

% change
-3.51%

-1.94%

% change

63.08%
65.68%

% change

9.43%
1.49%

900

% change
-8.34%

1.08%

% change
-0.60%

-5.22%

% change

-8.43%
-1.22%



BUILDING: | spoke with Matt Ratzow from O’Neal Construction who will start meeting with
contractors and putting together quotes for the automated doors and vape detectors in the
public bathrooms and for the installation of black stair treads on the circular stairs. The
replacement flagpole light is on order, but there is a long lead time for that part, so that project
will need to wait until the weather starts to improve in the spring.

PENAL FINES: Representatives from the Library of Michigan met with the library directors in
Wayne County regarding their proposed solution to the under and overpayment of penal fines
to the libraries over the past ten years. Their goal is to have a solution that is fair and
equitable to all of the libraries involved. Our library has been both over and underpaid over the
past ten years, however, our total overpayment is $139,087.48. The Library of Michigan
proposes a repayment schedule where the owing libraries apply their future penal fine revenue
to their overpayment. In our case we would be completely paid off in four years. We could
also opt to repay all of the money at once, and we definitely have enough revenue in our fund
balance account to accomplish this. As time goes on, the libraries who are owed penal fines
would be made whole.

In order to move this solution forward, the Library of Michigan strongly encourages that the
libraries involved participate in a settlement agreement. The Library of Michigan will need an
affirmation from our library board by January 31, 2025, if they wish to pursue a settiement
agreement. The Library of Michigan also highly recommends that libraries involve their
attorneys in this process.

STAFF: Outgoing staff: Ronda Reed will be retiring at the end of this year after 18 years
working at our library. Ronda has worked over the years as a circulation clerk and most
recently as a technical services clerk, linking all of the library’s books and materials to records
in the catalog so that they can be searched for and checked out. She also orders supplies for
the library, and is one of our few early birds at the library. She was always available to answer
the door for the various library contractors and repair people who wanted to get started at 7
am.

Carol Johnson will also be retiring in the near future, pending the sale of her house and move
out of state. Carol is our accounts payable clerk/admin assistant/circulation clerk and has
been with the library since 2004. Carol is also in charge of working with organizations who
wish to book our meeting rooms. Her tact, diplomacy, and attention to detail have been
invaluable in her position.

Carol and Ronda’s steady presence all of these years will be greatly missed! These are big
shoes to fill, so please bear with us as we move forward.

FRIENDS OF THE LIBRARY: Get your honey while supplies last! Honey from the Library’s
beehives on the roof are $10 per jar, with a limit of 3 per customer.

PROGRAMMING: DiNovember was a roaring success! The winner of the favorite dinosaur
contest was TRex. As of this writing, we are looking forward to Saturday’s Winterfest activities
with cookies and cider at the library and a visit from Santa after the parade. Staff are winding
down their December programs — there are just a few storytimes and book discussion groups
to go.
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A Case Study from
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¢¢ Public libraries—those enduring
and adaptive positive institutions—
provide us with information,
inspiration, and connection for
staying resilient in adversity
and for imagining and creating
more fulfilling lives and thriving

communities. This report helps
us see and relate to libraries as
important resources for, and
centers of, flourishing.?

—Dr. Martin E.P. Seligman

Zellerbach Family Professor of Psychology and Founding Director of the
Positive Psychology Center at the University of Pennsylvania




Welcome

November The white paper you're about to read is a contribution to positive psychology, a field

2024 studying the traits, experiences, and institutions enabling individuals and communities to
thrive. It is the result of an evolving partnership between The New York Public Library's
Strategy and Public Impact team and the Humanities and Human Flourishing Project
within The University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center.

Our two teams—situated within the largest public library system in the country, and a
center established by the founder of positive psychology, Dr. Martin Seligman—share

an interest in exploring the ways public and cultural institutions contribute to individual
well-being and support flourishing communities. Our collaboration focuses on illuminat-
ing a new dimension in the study of well-being—namely, the positive impact of public
libraries on individual and collective flourishing.

NYPL regularly surveys its patrons to understand and improve how the Library fits
into—and adds value to—their lives. We strive to identify the unique power of public
libraries, pinpointing precise mechanisms of positive impact, so that we can preserve and
strengthen that impact. When designing our latest system-wide patron survey, we were
inspired by Dr. Seligman’s book Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness
and Well-Being to incorporate measures of well-being into our questions to capture a
unigue type of impact that has been rarely measured in library spaces before.

This inspiration was guided by the overarching research question:
do patrons perceive that their use of the Library positively impacts
their well-being? If so, in which ways?

Patrons responding to NYPL's system-wide survey overwhelmingly self-reported that the
Library did, indeed, have a positive impact on their well-being. Dr. Seligman’s PERMA
model posits five building blocks of well-being: Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relation-
ships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. Patrons’ responses to structured and open-ended
survey questions pointed to a Library impact that spans all five PERMA dimensions to
improve their professional, academic, and personal lives. Further, respondents highlight-
ed important aspects of public space that can engender PERMA experiences and support
flourishing through personal transformation.

Continued
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The Humanities and Human Flourishing Project provided expert guidance in validating
and contextualizing these survey results. This marked the beginning of our working
relationship, the first product of which is this white paper outlining public libraries’
relevance to positive psychology and providing evidence that public libraries serve as
centers of well-being within their communities.

We look forward to continuing this collaboration in the future, conducting research
together that will further illuminate the role of public libraries in the promotion of the
well-being of individuals and communities across the country.

In the meantime, we hope you'll be informed and inspired by the encouraging findings
outlined in this report.

Daphna Blatt, Senior Director of Strategy & Public Impact
Dr. E.K. Maloney, Patron Impact and Satisfaction Researcher
THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY

Dr. James O. Pawelski, Professor of Practice and Founding Director of the
Humanities and Human Flourishing Project

Dr. Katherine N. Cotter, Associate Director of Research at the Humanities
and Human Flourishing Project

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY CENTER, UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA

This report is presented in partnership by The New York Public Library Strategy
and Public Impact team and the Humanities and Human Flourishing Project at
the Positive Psychology Center at the University of Pennsylvania as part of an
ongoing collaboration to study and advocate for the role of public libraries within the
communities they serve. To learn more, visit: nypl.org/wellbeing

Special Thanks: The authors would like to thank two additional members of NYPL's
Strategy and Public Impact team for their substantive contributions to this work.
Dr. Katarzyna Kowalska advised on survey construction, fielding methodology, and
conceptual analysis, and Dr. Ricardo Rivera led patron focus groups and qualitative
analysis of free-text responses. Additional thanks to NYPL's Creative Services team
for their support in the production of this report.

© The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 2024
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Libraries & Well-Being
Summary & Key Takeaways

Findings from a 2023 survey of NYPL patrons show that the vast majority of responding patrons
report that the Library positively contributes to their well-being. Our analysis of survey results,
informed by positive psychology’s PERMA model of well-being, indicates that this impact occurs

across three stages of flourishing, comprising 20 factors of benefit.

@ Libraries create a foundation
for well-being.

Library spaces and resources provide the preconditions necessary for
well-being to occur. NYPL patrons report that Library spaces, services,
and materials provide them with a sense of stability, safety, refuge,
and peace, and allow them to escape and focus.

€© Libraries foster the
core elements of well-being.

These preconditions activate the elements of positive psychology's
PERMA framework of well-being—Paositive Emotion, Engagement,
Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. NYPL patrons report
that their Library usage:

* Generates the positive emotions of comfort and joy

* Promotes their engagement with the world, through discovery,
inspiration, and enrichment

* Fosters relatedness, by providing connection, care, and support
Helps them find meaning, via knowledge, reflection, and purpose
* Facilitates their accomplishments by supporting their productivity

© Libraries promote personal
development beyond well-being.

These preconditions and components of well-being combine to pro-
duce the fruits of flourishing: NYPL patrons report that their Library
usage supports their growth and expansion.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

929 of respondents re-
ported feeling somewhat
to very “calm/peaceful”
after visiting the Library,
resulting in an overall 769
indexed calmness rating.

74 of respondents
reported that their Library
use positively affects how
equipped they feel to cope
with the world.

90 of respondents
reported that their Library
use positively affects how
much they love to learn
new things.

88% of respondents
reported that their Library
use has supported their
personal growth.

Continued



Summary & Key Takeaways

Further analysis demonstrates impact based on socioeconomic status and patterns of library use. While
this report directly draws upon the experiences of NYPL patrons, it presents a theoretical model of how
and in which ways libraries impact well-being—which is likely relevant to libraries across the nation.

@ The positive impact of libraries on

73% of respondents living

well-being is highest for patrons living
in lower income communities.

While surveyed patrons across all demographic segments self-
reported Library impact on their well-being, the degree of impact
was inversely related to neighborhood income levels.

This positive contribution to well-being
is also higher for patrons with more
physical and time-intensive library usage.

While surveyed patrons across all usage types self-reported NYPL’s
positive impact on their well-being, patrons who spent time in the
Library's spaces and attended programs reported consistently higher
impact than e-only users.

These findings demonstrate that public
libraries support the flourishing of their
patrons—and thereby help strengthen
their communities.

This evidence argues for public libraries, including NYPL, to be on the
map, and at the table, for community discussions about individual and
collective well-being.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

in lower-income ZIPs
reported that their Library
use positively affects their
“feeling that there are
people in their lives who
really care about them,”
versus 48 in higher-
income ZIPs.

829 of space users and
79 of program attendees
report that their use of the
Library positively affects
how optimistic they are
about the future, versus
58% of e-only users.

Overall, 809% of respon-
dents reported that their
Library use had a big
positive impact on at
least one element of their
well-being.



Libraries & Well-Being
20 Factors of Patron Well-Being
Experienced Across 3 Stages

@ Libraries Create a Foundation for Well-Being

Stability Safety
—

€ Libraries Foster the Core Elements of Well-Being

POSITIVE EMOTION ENGAGEMENT RELATIONSHIPS MEANING ACCOMPLISHMENT

m

€ Libraries Promote Personal Development Beyond Well-Being

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being



Introduction

In our divided, unequal, and commercialized society,
libraries stand out as among the last truly public
institutions. Providing access without financial, social,
or physical barriers, public libraries make a unique
contribution to promoting individual and collective
flourishing throughout the communities they serve.
Until recently, empirical work measuring the impact of
public libraries on well-being has been sparse; this new
partnership between The New York Public Library and
the University of Pennsylvania marks the beginning of
a thread of work investigating psychological well-being
within the context of public libraries.

This paper sets out to establish a relationship between
public libraries and the well-being of library patrons. By
aligning with positive psychology and positive human-
ities research delineating the relationship between
public cultural institutions and flourishing—and drawing
connections to parallel concepts from prior research on
the impact of public libraries on community building,
social and cultural capital, and civic engagement—we
construct an empirically testable relationship between
library use and individual well-being, with important
implications for collective flourishing,

In November and December 2023, The New York
Public Library designed and fielded a comprehensive,
system-wide survey of its patrons. One of the survey’s
goals was to test the hypothesis that the Library has

a positive impact on its patrons’ well-being. To meet
this goal, we adapted well-being measures developed,
validated, and used by researchers in the field of
positive psychology for our survey. The survey included
quantitative indicators assessing patrons’ perceptions
of the Library's impact on their well-being, along with
open-ended questions asking patrons to qualitatively
describe the Library’s role in, and contribution to, their
lives. We supplemented our survey with targeted focus
groups to explore these questions in synchronous,
in-depth discussions.

In this report, we combine our quantitative and qualita-
tive analyses of this survey and its supplementary focus

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

groups into an articulation of NYPL's positive
contributions to its patrons’ well-being. Specifically,
we delineate three main stages through which the
Library supports the flourishing of its patrons:

* First, Library spaces and resources provide the
preconditions necessary for flourishing to occur.

* Second, these preconditions activate the
elements of positive psychology’s PERMA
framework of well-being.

* Third, these preconditions and components of
well-being combine to produce the fruits of
flourishing: growth and expansion.

This paper begins by presenting a theoretical framework
for flourishing, drawing upon Dr. Martin Seligman’s
seminal work in positive psychology alongside Dr. James
Pawelski and Dr. Katherine Cotter's contributions to

the field of the positive humanities. It then presents

the methodology for, and findings of, the NYPL patron
survey, proceeding through the three pathways through
which the Library positively impacts the flourishing of
its patrons.

Theoretical Framework

We understand flourishing as a broad term that
involves both well-being and ill-being. Psychologically,
well-being involves the cultivation and preservation
of positive conditions (e.g., belonging, purpose in life),
experiences (e.g., achieving mastery), and states

(e.g., positive emotions). Conversely, ill-being involves
the presence of negative conditions (e.g., loneliness,
lack of meaning), experiences (e.g., trauma), and states
(e.g., anxiety, depression). Flourishing occurs when

an individual experiences relatively high levels of
well-being and relatively low levels of ill-being (Cotter
& Pawelski, 2022).

Of course, well-being and ill-being do not exist in
isolation from one another. Individuals with high
well-being are less likely to have high ill-being, and vice



Introduction

versa. With that said, however, this likelihood is less
strong than might be expected, and the connection
between them is actually rather weak (Keyes, 2002,
2007). So it is not impossible for an individual to expe-
rience both high well-being and high ill-being. For that
reason, we cannot simply take these two components
to be the opposites of each other; instead, we need to
study each component on its own to assess overall
levels of flourishing. Further, it can be helpful to consid-
er a comprehensive profile to identify positive factors
that promote and preserve well-being or mitigate and
prevent ill-being, and negative factors that aggravate
and entrench ill-being or destroy and obstruct well-
being (Pawelski, 2016). Although mainstream psycholo-
gy has focused largely on the mitigation of ill-being, the
examination of well-being has become more common
in recent years thanks largely to the field of positive
psychology, and understanding well-being in and of
itself is now recognized as an important endeavor.

Here we focus on psychological well-being through the
perspective of positive psychology. Although recent
years have seen the examination of a range of well-
being outcomes within the field of positive psychology,
a dominant theoretical model remains the PERMA
framework (Seligman, 2011) that delineates five core
components making up well-being:

* The experience of positive emotions, such as
happiness and contentment (Fredrickson, 2001)

* Feelings of engagement in one’s life and broader
society (Seligman, 2011)

* The cultivation of positive relationships and
feelings of belonging (Forgeard et al., 2017;
Reis & Gable, 2003)

* Finding meaning in oneself and one’s life
(King & Napa, 1998)

¢ The experience of accomplishment and capability
(Sen, 1993).

Other work within positive psychology and related
fields has identified additional salient well-being factors,
including having interesting and perspective-changing
experiences (Oishi & Westgate, 2022), experiencing
autonomy and agency (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryff &
Singer, 1998), using one’s signature strengths (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004), developing one's character

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

(Kristjansson, 2015), and having transcendent experi-
ences, such as experiences of awe (Keltner, 2023).

Much of positive psychology research has focused on
individual experiences of well-being (e.g., happiness,
life satisfaction) or on individual traits (e.g., character
strengths, virtue), but a third pillar focuses on positive
institutions (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).
Fields such as positive organizational scholarship
(Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012) and systems informed
positive psychology (Kern et al., 2020) go beyond a
focus on the individual. Within this third pillar, invest-
ment in civic institutions meant for use by the public
has been positioned as a necessary foundation for
increasing well-being throughout society (Adler &
Seligman, 2016; Dalmer et al., 2022; Klinenberg, 2018).

Aligned with positive psychology is the new field of
the positive humanities. The positive humanities are
an interdisciplinary field of academic scholarship,
scientific research, and creative practice concerned
with the relationship between culture and flourishing
(Pawelski, 2022). This field integrates the scientific
study of well-being with approaches and perspectives
used within the arts and humanities for a more com-
prehensive approach to flourishing. Both scientific (e.g.,
Shim et al., 2019, 2021) and humanistic (e.g., Proctor,
1998; Small, 2014; Felski, 2020) scholarship has docu-
mented the flourishing benefits of engaging with the
arts and humanities. A growing body of research has
examined the flourishing benefits of a variety of arts
and humanities activities, and an area of research par-
ticularly relevant for libraries has focused on museums.

Museums, and especially art museums, have been the
sites of the first wave of empirical work asking whether
experiences in public institutions can have an impact
on flourishing, what forms this impact may take, and
the mechanisms underlying the impact (see Cotter &
Pawelski, 2022 for review). Research has found that

art museum visitation and engagement is associated
with beneficial outcomes connected to the PERMA
model (e.g., increased positive emotion, Camic et al.,
2016; Thomson et al., 2018; enhanced connections and
relationships, Herron & Jamieson, 2020; Roberts et al.,
20M). But research has also shown benefits to areas of
flourishing outside the PERMA framework, including
improved mental health (D'Cunha et al., 2019; Fancourt
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& Steptoe, 2018), reduced stress levels (Clow & Fredhoi,
2006; Grossi et al., 2019), enhanced senses of subjec-
tive health and well-being (D’Cunha et al., 2019; Grossi
et al.,, 2019; Schall et al., 2018), and reflection on one’s
place in the broader community and society (Smith,
2014; Waszkielewicz, 2006).

Further, art museums have undertaken a variety of
initiatives and programs aimed toward supporting the
flourishing of their audiences. Many of these programs
have focused specifically on the needs of older adults
and those with age-related medical conditions (e.g.,
dementia). Through these efforts, program participants
have felt less isolated (Flatt et al., 2015; Roe et al., 2016;
Rosenberg et al., 2009) and depressed (D'Cunha et al.,
2019) and experienced greater emotional well-being
(Camic et al., 2016; Rosenberg et al., 2009) and quality
of life (D’Cunha et al., 2019; Thomson et al., 2018). This
work suggests that, beyond the benefits of typical en-
gagement, these institutions can intentionally increase
the flourishing of their audiences through program
conceptualization and implementation. Although both
art museums and libraries are public institutions, less
research of this kind has been conducted in the field of
public libraries, even though they are often mentioned
alongside museums as key public institutions in sup-
porting flourishing (e.g., Pawelski, 2022).

Libraries differ from museums in ways that may
suggest distinct, or additional, pathways to cultivating
well-being in patrons. American public libraries have
historically committed themselves to supporting the
self-actualization of their community members through
the provision of shared resources and opportunities
for the acquisition of knowledge (Gangewere, 2017).
Like art museums, public libraries offer engagement
with cultural materials (such as books and muitimedia
offerings, cultural programs, and exhibits) and are
spaces in which the community congregates. However,
libraries are also free and welcoming third spaces for
people of all social backgrounds to work, read, or relax.
Public libraries offer programs and classes for all ages;
provide opportunities for both direct and indirect civic
engagement; and provide shared resources for public
consumption in a non-commercialized context. Individ-
uals are likely to visit public libraries on a more regular
basis than art museums, integrate library visitation and
resources into the pursuit of their life goals in multiple
domains, and extend their library relationship beyond

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

the library's walls by bringing its materials home with
them, and engaging with them there.

Given these dynamics, the scale and nature of libraries’
contributions to their patrons’ well-being are likely

to differ from those of art museums. In the research
discussed in this paper, we apply this argument to The
New York Public Library specifically, assessing the de-
gree and qualities of the Library's impact on well-being,
as reported by responding patrons.

Data and Methods

In November and December 2023, The New York Public
Library fielded a survey asking patrons about their:
Library attitudes, behavior, and awareness; perception
of Library impact on their well-being, and demograph-
ics. Survey distribution took two formats: an online
survey accessible via the website and disseminated in
Library newsletters, and a paper format, distributed via
intercept strategy at select libraries across the NYPL
system. The survey was available in English, Spanish,
French, Chinese, Russian, and Bengali. In total, there
were 2,401 respondents to the survey, 1,765 to the
online format and 636 to the paper version. Only
respondents who did not answer at least one of the
independent and dependent variables were excluded
from this analysis, resulting in an analytic sample of
1,974 respondents.

This report is a descriptive and theoretical analysis

of the Library's positive contribution to its patrons'
flourishing. Its theoretical and mechanistic arguments
arise from a synthesis of quantitative and qualitative
analysis of patron responses. The quantitative element
derives from our analysis of responses to structured
survey questions encompassing patrons’ perceived
impact on stages of well-being and their emotional
experiences after visiting physical Library locations.
The qualitative element centers on our analysis of the
survey's open-ended, free-response question “How
would your life be different without The New York
Public Library?,” combined with our analysis of supple-
mentary focus groups exploring patrons' relationships
with the Library in more depth. A more detailed discus-
sion of the data and methods, including the descriptive
characteristics of the analytic sample, can be found in
the data and methods chapter at the end of this report.
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Environmental Preconditions

The first stage to flourishing enabled by NYPL
patrons’ relationship with the Library involves quali-
ties of Library spaces and resources that provide the
necessary preconditions for well-being to occur. These
preconditions, derived from our analysis of surveyed
patrons’ free-text responses, and covered in depth
below, are: stability, safety, refuge, escape, peace,
and focus.

Based on our survey findings, we argue that PERMA
elements—for example, Engagement and Meaning—
are more likely to be experienced within physical and
psychological environments characterized by these
preconditions. In their own words, patrons articulated
that the Library is an environment unlike any other in
the city: one uniquely equipped to activate elements
of well-being and support the pursuit of their full
potential, however they define that for themselves.
It's easy to grasp the connections between:

* Positive emotions and an underlying sense of stability
and safety, along with escape from negative experiences

* Engagement and a quiet, calm, and peaceful
environment that allows for focus

* Relationships and a sense of refuge and home
* Meaning and stability

e Accomplishment and focus

Stability

When reflecting on the role the Library plays in their
lives, respondents often rooted their statements in the
idea that the Library's stable, enduring presence is
something they can rely on. The reliability of the Library
allowed the institution to become a large part of patrons’
lives, both temporally—in terms of spending many
hours a day there, over years of their lives—and
emotionally. Patrons' ability to rely on the Library—

to consider its presence as a non-negotiable, stable
resource—allows them to navigate their city, and their
lives, with assurance.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

PATRON VOICES
“A touchstone for me”

“Just knowing it’s there makes me
feel better about my life in the city”

“A place to rely on”

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Lost”

As a complement to the Library's institutional stability
and reliability, respondents appreciated the safety of
the Library. This safety was described as both objective,
in that the Library spaces are themselves safe spaces,
and subjective, in the feelings of safety and security
they engender in patrons. In a city environment in
which many people are always ‘on’ and scanning their
environments, the Library’s safety gives patrons the
chance to fully relax and reduce vigilance.

PATRON VOICES

“A free space where we can...feel
comfortable and safe”

“It feels safe here”

“The library provides a sense of security”

As safe places reliably turned to in times of need,
patrons describe how Library locations are seen as a
refuge. Over time, respondents described how a
reliably safe place to rest and recharge takes on the
character of a home, providing the type of environment
in which patrons can release and process their emo-
tions, or simply feel as though they can fully exist as
their true, authentic selves.

12
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PATRON VOICES

“This is my safe haven”

“A home away from home”

“l get there and | feel like | am home”

“Space where | can just be me”

Respondents shared that the Library offered them a
way to escape present circumstances, experiences, or
emotions that may be associated with ill-being. This
escape could be physical—escaping a difficult home life
or the hectic nature of New York City by spending time
in Library spaces—or emotional, using books or other
media to transport them to other worlds. Using the
Library in this way led to seeing the physical Library
locations as a way to escape stress and anxiety.

PATRON VOICES
“Books transport me”
“Libraries are a good place...to escape to”

“Positive escape from day to day stress”

Peace

The survey included a structured question asking
patrons about the extent to which they felt calm or
peaceful after visiting the Library, on a scale from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much so). We operationalized this
scale as a thermometer, whose maximum value of 100%
would have been obtained if every single respondent
said they felt very calm or peaceful after a Library visit.
Patrons’ responses resulted in an overall calm/peaceful
score of 76%, out of a total possible 100%.

After | leave NYPL, | feel...

Calm/

Peaceful 76%

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

In their free text responses, patrons described Library
locations as spaces that are quiet, calm, peaceful,
serene, and tranquil. These qualities of space allow
patrons to feel less stressed, and more at ease and

in balance, than in other locations in which their life
unfolds.

PATRON VOICES
“I depend on the library for quiet time”

“Islands of calm, and | find balance
within them”

“A place to go...to quiet the mind”

“Private and peaceful atmosphere”

Focus

The aspects of the Library’s built and social environ-
ment highlighted in this section—safety, reliability,
peace, and intentional design of space to create
distraction-free environments—facilitate patrons’ focus
and concentration. Patrons reported highly valuing time
spent in Library spaces because they make it easier for
them to enter into a clear, calm mental state that lends
itself to focusing attention on tasks, goals, and personal
pursuits. The ability to focus is highly linked to two
dimensions of PERMA that will be discussed in this
report’s second chapter: Engagement and Accomplish-
ment. Acting in combination, these qualities of Library
spaces thus pave the way for experiences of PERMA.

PATRON VOICES

“Having the mental and physical space
to study”

“Able to concentrate and focus on tasks"”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“Distracted”

13
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CONTEXTUAL RESEARCH

An underexplored area in the research on public
institutions and flourishing is understanding the
environmental preconditions that allow patrons to
experience well-being. Just as plants cannot flourish
without a supportive environment, it is important to
note the physical and social environments that are
conducive to human flourishing (Lomas et al., 2024).
What is it about public libraries and museums that
allow them to serve as a nourishing soil in which
visitors can plant themselves and flourish?

To begin answering this question, we can turn to schol-
arship that considers which environmental qualities

and conditions are conducive to flourishing. We can
consider as one component the material environments
and requirements for flourishing to occur (Maslow,
1954; Rao & Min, 2018), such as sufficient shelter, safety,
or nutrition. But we can expand this consideration, as
Rao and Min (2018) suggest, to also include, amongst
other resources, access to information sufficient to
engage civically within society, to public spaces that

are free and flexible in their engagement pathways, and
to education to promote the acquisition of knowledge.
From such a material environment perspective, public
libraries provide vital resources that support flourishing.

If we also consider some of the core psychological
needs connected with flourishing, such as the needs for
autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Ryan & Deci,
2000), we can examine the degree to which different
environments are likely to meaningfully fulfill each of
these needs. For instance, if we consider the need for
autonomy within the public library environment, we can
see how the varied resources, programs, and ways of
engagement available could promote autonomous deci-
sions regarding how to engage with these institutions.
Competence can easily be linked with the missions of
public libraries to provide a wealth of knowledge and
resources to patrons through which they can feel better
equipped to navigate life’s challenges. Thus, we can
consider both the material and intangible qualities of
public library environments as necessary qualities in
promoting flourishing in patrons.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Earlier work on the role of public libraries in society,
and especially in their provision of public space, sup-
ports our argument that the combination of the built,
social, and cultural environment of the public library
creates the conditions under which flourishing can
occur. Like public parks, public libraries are one of the
few remaining third spaces in society where people
can go to spend time without the expectation of
spending money or defending their right to be present
(Elmborg, 201).

Prior research indicates that library environments can
offer respite in a variety of social and built environ-
ments: in a dense urban environment, they may be
places to decompress, while in a sparsely populated
rural environment they may be places to feel part of a
community and interact with others (Peterson, 2023;
Sung, 2020; Svendsen, 2013). Across multiple life
stages, the third space of the library serves special
functions: for caregivers with small children to interact
with other children, for teens and young adults to forge
their identities, for working adults to further their
careers, and for older adults with physical disabilities
or fewer social connections to spend time in a social
context (Cahill et al., 2020; Ziegler & Schwanen, 2071).

Lastly, the library extends beyond its own architecture
by allowing its patrons to access, engage with, and
bring into their homes, cultural materials and resources.
Engagement with these resources creates opportunities
for escape into different worlds and expansion into new
modes of thought. In a broader sense, the institution

of a public library can create feelings of trust in public
institutions more generally, as users come to know
they can rely on the library to fulfill their needs,
increasing their belief that public assets truly exist for
their benefit.

Prior research in anthropology, sociology, and library
studies explains why third spaces such as those avail-
able in libraries are essential sites of respite in several
social and cultural contexts and act as important spaces
for individuals to exist.
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foke

Initially, it was like ‘okay | need
to go here to focus and get work
done.” But now it plays the role
of like, ‘This place gives me some
balance from the hectic schedule
of work, just to have a peaceful
space to recalibrate and let go...
It's a necessity now.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being
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The second stage of flourishing enabled by NYPL
patrons’ relationship with the Library occurs when

the Library's environmental preconditions activate the
elements of positive psychology's PERMA framework
of well-being—Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relation-
ships, Meaning, and Accomplishment—and generate a
range of beneficial factors. NYPL patrons report that
their Library usage:

* Generates the positive emotions of comfort and joy

* Promotes their engagement with the world, through
discovery, inspiration, and enrichment

* Fosters relatedness, by providing connection,
care, and support

¢ Helps them find meaning, via knowledge,
reflection, and purpose

* Facilitates their accomplishments by supporting
their productivity

We begin this section by showing how respondents
experience the five dimensions of PERMA through their
Library relationship—both in their responses to struc-
tured survey questions asking respondents to reflect on
how the Library makes them feel, has supported their
specific goals in various areas of life, and has impacted
stages of well-being, and in their own words from free-
text responses and focus groups. We then delve into
contextual research on the impact and value of libraries
to explain exactly how NYPL, and libraries more broadly,
may be having such an effect on our patrons.

Positive Emotion

The first pillar within the PERMA framework of well-
being is the experience of Positive Emotion. Positive
Emotion in itself is a broad concept, containing high-
arousal states (e.g., happiness, joy), low-arousal states
(e.g., contentment, serenity), and future-oriented
positive feelings (e.g., optimism, hope). This category
also includes the prevention and alleviation of negative
emotional experiences to address ill-being alongside
well-being.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Responses to our structured survey questions reflect
NYPL's impact on patrons’ experience of positive emo-
tion in areas of self-esteem, ability to cope with stress,
and optimism for the future. Over 70% of respondents
felt that their use of the Library has had a big or small
positive impact on measures of positive emotion adapt-
ed from positive psychology research: how positively
they feel about themselves (76%), how much they

feel equipped to cope with the world (74%), and how
optimistic they are about the future (73%). More than a
third of respondents perceived a big positive effect on
all of these three items; the largest proportion (44%)
for how positively they feel about themselves.

What sort of impact, if any, has your use of the
Library and its resources had on...

A small positive effect - A big positive effect

How positively
you feel about 3204
yourself

DA 76%

How much
you feel
equipped to 37% 37% WL
cope with the
world

How optimistic
you are about 349 3900 WELM
the future

Respondents’ free-text comments reinforced the finding
that patrons view the Library as a place where they

feel positive emotions, including high-energy positive
feelings such as joy and pleasure, and lower-energy,
reflective feelings, such as comfort and optimism for
the future. Respondents also view the Library as a

place to alleviate the experience of negative feelings or
develop resources to cope with negative feelings.
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One way that respondents framed the Library's impact
on their emotions was as a source of comfort and hope
in moments of uncertainty and stress. They described
the Library as providing a sense of solace in difficult
times or during destabilizing life transitions. They also
noted that the Library helps them connect to a hopeful
and empowered outlook on the future and their own
agency in the world.

PATRON VOICES
“A balm for my mind and heart”

“It offers us hope that we can do
something, that we can make a change,
that we can advance”

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Despairing”

“Stressed”

Joy

Respondents directly connected the Library to intensely
positive emotions, such as joy, and its frequent com-
panion, pleasure, and sustained happiness, which was
so intrinsic to their Library experience that the place
itself became imbued with positive feelings, literally
becoming their “happy place.” Respondents looked
forward to visiting the Library: a place filled with
resources to enjoy and be entertained by, and an
environment in which they can reliably enhance their
mood or shift towards a more positive outlook on life.

PATRON VOICES

“One of my big joys for the day...bringing
these bright spots into my life”

“My happy place”
“Things to enjoy”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“Depressed”

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Engagement

The second component of PERMA is Engagement.
Engagement as a concept is similar to the idea of flow—
a state in which one is fully occupied with the present
moment, engaging with the task at hand.

Our structured questions measuring engagement
focused on enjoyment of learning, satisfaction with
gaining knowledge, and energy levels. Of all five dimen-
sions of PERMA, the relationship between Library use
and impact on engagement was the strongest. Ninety
percent of respondents in the analytic sample felt that
their use of the Library increased how much they love
to learn new things, with 65% of the sample reporting
the Library had a big positive effect and 24% a small
positive effect. Only two percentage points lower, 88%
of the analytic sample, reported the Library having a
positive effect on appreciation for things they did not
know much about before. Almost two-thirds of the
analytic sample, 58%, felt their use of the Library had

a big positive effect and 31% a small positive effect.
Respondents were somewhat less likely to report the
Library having a positive effect on how much energy
they have, but still more than two-thirds of the respon-
dents—69%—did feel the Library had an effect on

this measure.

What sort of impact, if any, has your use of the
Library and its resources had on...

A small positive effect - A big positive effect
How much you
love to learn 2500 (1 90%%
new things . ;

Having more
appreciation for
things you did 310 58% k317
not know much
about before

How much

energy you 349%
have

69%
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We also asked respondents about the extent to which
they felt engaged or stimulated after visiting the Library,
on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so). We
operationalized this scale as a thermometer, whose
maximum value of 100% would have been obtained if
every single respondent said they felt very engaged
after a Library visit. Patrons’ responses resulted in

an overall engagement score of 75%, out of a total
possible 100%%.

After | visit NYPL, | feel...

Engaged/

Stimulated 5%

In their free-text responses, patrons described the
Library as supporting their engagement through three
pathways: facilitating the discovery and exploration of
their interests, providing inspiration and motivation,
and creating enrichment in their lives. These pathways
involved creating a newfound or enhanced enjoyment
of learning, providing a sense of abundance of cultural
materials to discover, inspiration from the Library’s built
and social environment, and helping patrons grow into
their identities as readers and learners.

Discovery

Respondents felt that the Library afforded them a way
to explore ideas deeply and broadly, via engagement
with the Library’s abundant free materials. A secondary
way in which this concept was articulated was through
developing their interests using the materials, space,
and staff of the Library.

Respondents appreciated the Library’s lack of financial
limits to exploration, enabling them to make more
adventurous decisions to explore new authors, genres,
or topics, and allowing intensive exploration of many
materials on a single topic, because they did not have
to pay to acquire these resources. Further, patrons
described how the ability to browse shelves in-person
or the collection online could lead to the discovery of
a new genre or subject of book the patron would not
have found otherwise.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Patrons also noted that the Library foregrounds and
fosters their identities as readers, and encourages and
nurtures their pursuit of their curiosity. Respondents
highlighted the role of the Library in their discovery

of new ideas and topics, leading to the feeling of excite-
ment and interest that comes from being stimulated
intellectually.

PATRON VOICES
“Nurture my curiosity”
“Intellectual stimulation”
“My ability to engage in life”
“Foster my love for books and reading”
“Read more broadly...freely...passionate,
incautious, prolific [reading]”
How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Boring”
“Apathetic”

“More expensive”

Inspiration

Respondents reported feeling inspired by the Library's
spaces and motivated by engaging in their pursuits
alongside other patrons who were also working, reading,
or learning alongside them, even if they did not know
each other or even interact during their Library visit.
Beyond inspiration to explore or create, respondents
also shared that the Library provided a more diffuse
sense of inspiration to engage more deeply in life or the
task at hand.

PATRON VOICES

“Inspired to live a full, informed,
healthy life”

“Surrounded me with life’s possibilities”

“Feel motivated to do work alongside
people who need to do the same”

“Beautiful atmosphere of learning
and reading”
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The final way respondents wrote about the Library’s
impact on engagement was through experiencing
enrichment that adds color and vitality to their lives.
In these responses, patrons highlighted the benefits
they received from accessing the abundance of cultural
resources provided freely by the Library. This enrich-
ment was directly tied to a higher quality of life.

PATRON VOICES

“l deeply depend on the library for
enrichment, and a higher quality of life”

“Colorful”

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Diminished”
“Starved”

[11 Empty”

Relationships

PERMA's third pillar of well-being is Relationships, fo-
cusing on the importance of social connection, a sense
of belonging, and support from others in times of need.

The survey's structured questions, adapted from
measures validated by positive psychology, covered
two strands within this domain. The first addressed
relational benefits, asking patrons about feeling
connected to and cared for by others. The second
addressed the extension of relation to others by asking
patrons about their empathy towards others who may
be different from them.

Respondents were more likely to report the Library had
an effect on the external-facing relational benefits, with
75% of respondents saying their use of the Library had

a positive effect on feeling more empathy for others
who may be different from them. The reception of rela-
tional benefits was slightly lower, with 72% of respon-
dents reporting a positive effect on how connected they
feel to others in their community. Fifty-nine percent of
respondents reported that their Library use had a pos-
itive effect on feeling that there are people in their life

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

What sort of impact, if any, has your use of the
Library and its resources had on...

A small positive effect . A big positive effect

Feeling more
empathy towards

others who may 3204 CEUAM 75%
be different
from you

How connected
you feel to 37% 35% WpLS
others

Feeling that
there are people
in your life 28% LA L7 59%

who really care
about you

who really care about them, which was the strongest
statement pertaining to relational benefits. While this
proportion is lower than the other two statements, still
more than half of the analytic sample felt that their use
of the Library had a small or big impact on feeling that
others really care about them.

Two of our structured post-visit sentiment measures
cover relational feelings arising from a Library visit:
feeling like part of a community, and feeling seen and
heard. Patrons reported experiencing both of these
relational sentiments, with 70% of all possible points
received for the former, and 66% for the latter.

After | visit NYPL, | feel...

Like l am
part of a
community

70%

Seen and

heard 66%
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..love the vibe
and aura of this
place...brings so
much energy
and positivity in
my everyday life
and keeps me
motivated to
do better in my
personal and
professional life.
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Respondents were also directly asked whether their
use of Library resources supported them in their rela-
tionships. Forty-six percent of patrons in the analytic
sample responded positively to this indicator. We see
some of the most variation amongst respondent types
for this measure, which we will explore in the Synthesis
of Impact section.

Has the use of the Library’s resources supported
you in your...

Relationships 46%

In their free-text responses, patrons articulated the
relationship and connection benefits received from
The New York Public Library in three distinct ways:
experiences of connection, receiving care, and finding
support from Library staff.

Connection

Respondents described the Library as supporting their
experience of a full spectrum of connectedness, and
further, a sense of community that arises from the
feelings of connection to others within a shared built
environment. One end of that spectrum involves the
connection and contact that arises from simply being in
the presence of other community members—through
existing alongside others in the same environment,
participating in a program with others, or engaging
with the same cultural object as others. The other end
of this spectrum involves patrons deeply connecting to
each other at the Library and, through the relationships
they forge with each other, building enduring support
systems for themselves.

Patrons acknowledged the Library's contribution to
making them feel connected to their neighborhood, city,
and world. They appreciated the Library's embodiment
of welcome and inclusion, which creates an environ-
ment in which they can build their social skills by
meeting and interacting with new people.
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PATRON VOICES

“A place for such diverse neighbors to
interact and form bonds”

“NYPL makes me feel connected to fellow
New Yorkers and to my sense of home here”

“A real sense of community, bonding
and belonging”

“Human contact”

“Created a support group”

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Isolated”
“Distant”

“Cut off”

Care

A secondary relational benefit mentioned in patrons’
free-text responses focused on the experience of
relational emotions: the reception of care and kindness
via the atmosphere of the Library, other patrons, and
staff members. Some respondents articulated this as a
sense of warmth and inclusion. Others spoke about an
environment imbued with love and respect, and of
feeling listened to by Library staff and other patrons.

PATRON VOICES

“We care about each other, and wish the
best for our fellow citizens”

“Warm welcoming environment”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“Colder”

“Exclusionary”

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

A third relational benefit articulated by our respondents
is the ability to rely on the help and assistance of
Library staff, and to benefit from their knowledgeable
guidance in navigating resources within the Library

and beyond. Patrons shared that their lives would be
more difficult without this support, which often came
from receiving help from staff and other patrons. In a
broader sense, NYPL was seen as a supportive institu-
tion patrons could rely on to feel equipped to pursue
their goals and handle life’s questions.

PATRON VOICES
“Help I trust”

“Myriad of ways that it can be there for
me and provide support in my life”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“Difficult”

Meaning

The third dimension of PERMA is Meaning: feeling
connected to a purpose for one’s life, being part of—
and informed about—something bigger than oneself,
and having a sense that one is valuable and that one’s
actions are worthwhile.

The survey’s structured questions addressed meaning
by asking respondents whether their Library use
supported their feeling informed about the world, and/
or that their activities are valuable and worthwhile.
Over three-quarters of the analytic sample felt their use
of the Library had a positive effect on both, with 86%
perceiving a positive effect on feeling better informed
about the world, culture, or current events and 77% on
feeling that what you do in your life is valuable and
worthwhile. More than half of the analytic sample
(54%) felt the Library has a big positive effect on feeling
informed, and more than a third (43%) a big positive
effect on feeling that what one does in one’s life is
valuable and worthwhile.
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What sort of impact, if any, has your use of the
Library and its resources had on...

. A big positive effect

A small positive effect

Feeling better
informed about :
the world, 32%
culture, or
current events

LT:EPN 86%

Feeling that
what you do.ln 349%

your life

is valuable and

worthwhile

17%

In their free-text responses, patrons described the
Library adding meaning to their lives through support-
ing their pursuit of information and knowtedge, provid-
ing dedicated space and time to reflect and introspect
on their lives, and nurturing their sense of purpose and
fulfillment.

Knowledge

As would be expected, respondents noted that Library
resources supported their literacy throughout their
lives, and connected them to information, knowledge,
and current affairs in their neighborhood, city, and
beyond. Respondents reported that through their use
of the resources available at NYPL, they were able to
gain an understanding of the world and how it works,
accumulating knowledge and insight such that they

felt “enlightened” and “awakened.” Access to knowledge
regarding current affairs, history, and literature gave
patrons a tangible route to answer their questions,

feel informed, and learn about themselves. Respondents
felt that without NYPL, they would be “ignorant” or “naive.”
The Library provides its patrons with an increased
understanding of the world, and of their place within it.

PATRON VOICES

“Enrich my understanding of the world”
“Literate”

‘“Awareness”

“A place of awakening”

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Ignorant”

“Naive"”

Respondents shared that the Library serves as a unique
space to introspect—to reflect on where they are

on their life’s journey. In near-spiritual tones, patrons
described the Library as a place where they could
commune with themselves, process feelings or difficult
times, and regroup and plan for their future. Respon-
dents felt that the Library was a reliable “place to collect
one’s thoughts” that was especially helpful during times
of personal upheaval or changes in life stage.

PATRON VOICES
“Place to collect one’s thoughts”

“A stress free environment to plan the
next step of your life, especially in
transition periods”

Respondents also shared that their relationship with

the Library helps foster their sense of purpose and
fulfillment, both as individual selves and as citizens
within their communities. Patrons described how their
Library relationship supports their sense of being useful,
valuable, contributing members of society.

PATRON VOICES

“Visiting the library gives me a goal
every week”

“Makes me feel useful”
“The library gives you a sense of direction”

“Fruitful both in an empirical utilitarian
way as well as in non-tangible ways such
as mental and emotional”

How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Vacuum”

“I probably would get into more mischief”
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Accomplishment

The final pillar of well-being within the PERMA frame-
work is Accomplishment: the fulfillment of one’s goals,
and the feeling of mastery from doing something and

doing it well.

The Library contributes to its patrons’ sense of accom-
plishment by supporting their productivity and the
pursuit of their goals in multiple domains of their lives.
In structured questions, the vast majority of respon-
dents reported feeling a sense of accomplishment
after a Library visit, with 74% of a possible 100 points
garnered on the post-visit sentiment scale. Most also
reported feeling on top of everything they need to do,

with 70% of all possible points reported by respondents.

After 1 visit NYPL, | feel...

Accomplished 74
On top of
everything 70%

| need to do

More than 70% of respondents in the analytic sample
felt that the Library has helped them achieve their goals
in several areas: creative pursuits (80%), school (73%),
and work or career (72%). Interestingly, the highest
share of respondents reported gains in creative goals,
even more so than school and career, suggesting that
respondents value the use of the Library for accom-
plishing non-employment related goals and getting a
sense of accomplishment through working on personal
projects or learning new creative skills.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Has the use of the Library’s resources supported
you in your...

Creative
- - -
T - ”

Work or
career

12%

Productivity

NYPL patrons span the socio-demographic spectrum of
New Yorkers—and, as such, have a diverse set of goals
and aspirations. But they are united in turning to the
Library to pursue goals and be productive across
various life domains: professional, relational, creative,
and educational. Coming to the Library put respondents
in a mental state of activity, which helped them
accomplish everything from making progress on
long-term goals to doing daily tasks. Without the
Library, respondents felt they would be behind in their
desired pursuits.

PATRON VOICES

“Being here allows me to do what

I need to do”

“Help my kids excel in school”
“Work on personal projects”

“Conduct business”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“Further behind”
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Discussion of PERMA Results

Respondents to this survey reported that The New
York Public Library supports their well-being along

all five dimensions of the PERMA model. The most
consistently reported dimension of perceived impact
was Engagement, especially in the sense of loving to
learn new things, and the least was Relationships.
However, across the vast majority of structured items,
over half of respondents reported experiencing a
positive effect of some sort, whether on their internal
states or their external accomplishments.

These findings lead us to consider how—via which
specific mechanisms—NYPL, and public libraries more
broadly, positively impact their patrons’ well-being.

CONTEXTUAL RESEARCH

Public libraries serve multiple roles within their com-
munities: third space, educational and learning center,
doorway to culture and information. They provide their
patrons with opportunities to form connections with
others, build trust in individuals and institutions,
decrease feelings of loneliness, meaningfully engage
with cultural materials, and participate in civic life.

As “third spaces,” public libraries allow their patrons

to experience a potent combination of shared purpose,
engagement, and belonging. They cultivate a simulta-
neously specific and variegated atmosphere for visitors:
a quiet space for working, reading, and self-reflection
that also promotes engagement, interest, motivation,
and social connection (Peterson, 2023). People who
may otherwise rarely come into contact exist alongside
each other for extended periods of time, participate

in the same paralle! activities or hobbies, or share the
same cultural object, creating feelings of relation and
similarity that may otherwise not exist (De Backer, 2021;
Robinson, 2020).

In their provision of shared public space and program-
ming for all ages, public libraries foster and maintain
social connections that counter isolation and dissemi-
nate social capital. At a time when Dr. Vivek H. Murthy,
the Surgeon General of the United States, has declared
an epidemic of loneliness, these opportunities for
connection are essential (Office of the Surgeon Gen-
eral, 2023). The opportunities for social connection
offered by public libraries also facilitate the creation of
social capital—a social scientific term for the material
and affective benefits that can be accrued from social
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While our analysis of this survey cannot disentangle
the exact pathways through which our patrons experi-
ence these effects, we can draw on academic research
that, when put in conversation with our findings, fills
in mechanistic gaps. These connections can, in turn,
point to questions that could be studied in future
causal research.

The following review of interdisciplinary research
covering public library impact on individuals and
communities spans the fields of sociology, library
studies, information science, and psychology. It
provides essential contextual information about the
potential mechanisms by which well-being is supported
within the library and through its resources.

ties—for example, information about job openings, aid
in times of emergency, or opportunities to expand one’s
perspective (Granovetter, 1973; Oliphant, 2014; Scott,
2011; Sgrensen, 2021).

Social capital takes two forms: bonding social capital, or
social relationships between individuals who are similar
in social background and interests, and bridging social
capital, or connections between individuals who are
different socio-economically or who do not have similar
interests. Libraries foster the development of both bond-
ing and bridging social capital, largely in their provision
of public spaces and programs, which bring people
together (Johnson, 2012; Svendsen, 2013; Varheim, 2014;
Varheim et al., 2008).

Within the context of library programs, patrons can
forge temporary or more enduring relationships with
each other, and/or come to view library staff as a social
resource for help, knowledge, or advice. These kinds

of relationships, and trust in one’s community, have
been linked to integration into one’s community for
immigrants, career advancement or opportunities, and
increased subjective well-being (Johnson, 2012; Svend-
sen, 2013; Varheim, 2014; Véarheim et al., 2008).

Social capital also links to the development of general-
ized trust, or how much an individual generally trusts
others in one's community (Rothstein & Stolle, 2008);
increased levels of trust in general others is associated
with greater levels of cooperation and prosocial
behavior. Existing together in the public space of the
library may also engender generalized trust through
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exposure to a diverse representation of community
members and experiencing the feelings of togetherness
and community.

Social capital can be seen as a precursor for the devel-
opment of a sense of belonging to a larger community,
which is one element of relatedness. Prior research on
well-being has found that individuals with higher levels
of social capital and generalized trust tend to have
increased levels of subjective well-being and decreased
feelings of loneliness (Abbott & Freeth, 2008; Helliwell
et al., 2017). Research conducted in the library context
has illustrated the benefits that immigrant program
attendees receive from the social connections they
make at the library (Varheim, 2014), and that individuals
experiencing homelessness receive from a space where
they can exist safely and peacefully (Hodgetts et al.,
2008).

A parallel concept to social capital is cultural capital
(Bourdieu, 1984), which takes three forms: objective cul-
tural capital (cultural objects that hold cultural currency
by being valued by economic or social elites), embod-
ied social capital (the skills, dispositions, and tastes
needed to navigate social institutions as if one naturally
belongs in them), and institutional capital (credentials,
identities, and roles that provide authority and respect).
Cultural capital can confer significant benefits in terms
of socioeconomic status. For example, hiring processes
often advantage candidates who are culturally similar in
experiences, leisure interests, and institutional creden-
tials to the hirers (Rivera, 2012). Similarly, children and
teens from higher class backgrounds are more comfort-
able navigating complex bureaucratic institutions to
get their needs met, leading to better educational and
occupational outcomes (Lareau, 2015).

Public libraries offer access to all three forms of cultural
capital (Goulding, 2008). Most directly, they provide
objectified cultural capital through the ability to borrow
books and media, and offer access to archival materials
including artwork, diaries, and key historical documents.
They provide embodied cultural capital through their
social environment, which creates opportunities for
individuals to fearn how to act in a social space and
integrate the cultural norms into their way of existing.
Embodied cultural capital is also taught to library
patrons via programs, especially in language classes

for new immigrants or programs that help navigate
institutions, unmasking the hidden or unspoken cultural
expectations behind their rules and norms. Finally,
public libraries have been shown to facilitate the
acquisition of institutional cultural capital through,
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for example, resources on college applications and
career development (Summers & Buchanan, 2018;
Wojciechowska & Topolska, 2021).

Cultural capital connects to flourishing through the
pathways of engagement, meaning-making, and accom-
plishment. Engaging with the objectified cultural capital
offered by public libraries can influence patrons to
reconsider their place in society, what gives their lives
meaning, and what they want to do with their lives.
The positive humanities in particular have outlined this
relationship between engagement with human culture
and flourishing (Pawelski, 2022; Cotter & Pawelski,
2022). Public libraries also provide embodied and
institutional cultural capital that directly facilitate their
patrons’ accomplishment—for example, resources to
attain educational credentials, employment opportuni-
ties, and cultural integration.

Finally, libraries offer opportunities for civic engage-
ment and civic participation. Public library usage
activates patrons’ civic identities by creating a context
of shared resources—public goods, or civic assets—in

a noncommercial environment available for the whole
community. The collective ownership of library resourc-
es and spaces engenders shared responsibility and a
civic-minded outlook, which may also increase gen-
eralized trust. Public libraries are also among the few
public institutions that children can meaningfully be a
part of even before attending school. They also provide
opportunities for individuals to directly participate in
civic activities, by attending community and volunteer
events, registering as voters, or obtaining information
about upcoming elections. Civic engagement can posi-
tively impact well-being through increasing a sense of
meaning, self-efficacy in the realm of political impact,
and personal responsibility (Fenn et al., 2021; Wray-
Lake et al., 2019). Some research has shown that civic
participation can have stronger effects on well-being
for those who are marginalized in society by cultivating
hope and meaning in their lives (Birger Sagiv et al,,
2022).

Libraries promote the cultivation of social, cultural, and
human capital, engender feelings of belonging and com-
munity, and create opportunities for civic engagement.
These are in themselves not fully separable, as they all
affect each other directly and indirectly. For example,
when individuals feel a strong sense of belonging to a
community, they are more likely to have higher levels of
social capital, and vice versa. Similarly, engaging more
deeply in cultural objects may evoke reflection on one’s
place in society and increase civic engagement.
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Beyond Well-Being

© Libraries Promote Personal Development

The third and final stage of flourishing enabled by
NYPL patrons’ relationship with the Library goes a step
beyond the PERMA model of well-being. It involves the
Library's support of patrons’ individual growth and the
expansion of themselves and their worlds. In essence,
respondents find that their use of the Library and its
resources leads to a lasting change in themselves and
the way they view the world.

In the prior section, we show how Library patrons
experience the dimensions of PERMA through their use
of the space, materials, and other resources available
through the Library, and through their interactions with
other patrons and Library staff. However, these expe-
riences of PERMA typically manifest as a temporary
shift in mental or emotional state, rather than a lasting
change. For example, patrons described feelings of joy
engendered from being within the physical space of the
Library and engagement from becoming engrossed in

a library book. These PERMA experiences are positive
and important, but transient. Alongside these temporal
experiences of well-being, we also found a qualitatively
different type of outcome in the free-text responses
from patrons, which described a more lasting change.
In their own words, patrons expressed feeling that their
Library use had a more consequential effect that went
beyond PERMA: a transformation in themselves and
how they experience the world around them through
personal growth, learning, and expansion.

While the positive impact of public library use on
externally validated components of well-being is an
achievement in its own right, we argue that this final
stage of flourishing is categorically different, due to
its enduring and transformative nature. We concep-
tualize this outcome as possibly occurring as a result
of repeated and accretive PERMA experiences from
Library use, which act as catalysts for enduring growth
and self-actualization, the pinnacle of Maslow's (1954)
hierarchy of needs.

This self-actualization and the fulfillment of one’s
potential, which patrons typically articulated in terms

of growth and expansion, can be seen as the evidential
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flower and fruit of flourishing. In some of the most
heartwarming responses to the survey's free-response
question, respondents described the Library as an
essential component of transformation in their lives.
The types of enduring change articulated by patrons
tended to take two forms: the first, expansion of the
self and their perception of the world around them and
the second of growth, learning, and development as a
person.,

In the first type of transformation, patrons articulated
their use of the Library as creating a sense of personal
and world expansion. Through their use of Library
resources, patrons gained a deeper understanding of
their place within the world, and the feeling that they
could—and do—have an impact on their world and on
those around them. Further, they could more easily see
the interconnectedness of a globalized world and the
breadth of existing perspectives on societal issues and
life itself. Patrons articulating this effect described it as
a nurturing of open-mindedness and empathy, which
opened doors to the outside world, and let them
connect to and explore it on their own terms.

PATRON VOICES

“Helps me expand my boundaries in all
kinds of ways”

“NYPL helps me see the world through
other people’s eyes...in more depth,
and broader perspectives”

“Aware of the largeness of the world
around me”

“Opened doors”
How patrons would feel without the Library:
“Smaller”

“Narrower”
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The second type of “beyond PERMA" outcome which
patrons expressed in the free response question was a
feeling of personal growth and learning contributing
to the achievement of their full potential.

While experiences of PERMA inside the Library or
through its resources could involve learning new skills
(Accomplishment) or gaining knowledge and informa-
tion (Engagement), this second type of personal growth
is broader, pointing to a meaningful realization of goals
and an authentic self, spanning across all dimensions of
life: personal, social, and professional.

Patrons shared that without access to the Library and
its supportive resources, they would still be ‘stuck’

in an old version of themselves, unable to evolve. In
other words, patrons tied their Library use to growing
into larger, more fully-realized, or more well-rounded
versions of themselves.

PATRON VOICES

“Essential to my learning and development
as a human being”

“Professional development, personal and
spiritual growth”

How patrons would feel without the Library:

“My potential would be reached halfway”

The survey also included a structured question focusing
on the Library's impact on patrons’ personal growth.
Eighty-eight percent of respondents in the analytic
sample said that their use of the Library and its resourc-
es had supported them in their personal growth. Across
the set of questions assessing goal achievement, per-
sonal growth was the type of growth respondents were
most likely to say the Library’s resources had impacted,
more than creative, career, work, or school-related
outcomes.

The New York Public Library | Libraries & Well-Being

Has the use of the Library’s resources supported
you in your...

Personal
growth

CONTEXTUAL RESEARCH

Prior literature helps contextualize how temporal
experiences of well-being elements can lead to
more permanent individual growth. For example,
experiencing autonomy and competence, two
basic psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000)
related to PERMA, have been associated with
greater creative performance and global life
satisfaction (Van den Broeck et al., 2016) and
are further theorized to be vital to resilience

and growth (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991) argued that flow
experiences render the organization of the self
experiencing it more complex and lead to growth.
Further, several of the flourishing components
identified in this survey—meaning, hope, and
optimism—have been more generally associated
with personal growth (Yu et al., 2023).

There has been very little academic research on
experiences of personal growth as an outcome
of library use. While some studies, mentioned
earlier in this paper, have shown lasting benefits
in trust, connectedness, and social and cultural
capital arising from library use, almost none have
focused on personal transformation or change in
one’s worldview. This is an area in which future
research could have a particularly impactful role.

88%

27
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Up to this point, we have illustrated that NYPL patrons
associate their use of the Library and its resources with
positive well-being impacts along all five dimensions of
the PERMA framework, as well as with stages of flour-
ishing that precede and follow from it. These effects
have been shown across all types of Library patrons
responding to the survey.

NYPL's user base reflects the underlying diversity of

the area it serves. Everyone who comes to the Library
arrives with their own unique set of life circumstances
and desired goals; thus, it is likely that there are differ-
ences in the Library's impact on well-being, depending
on patrons’ demographic characteristics and patterns of
Library use.

In this section, we explore how the degree of the
Library’s positive impact on patrons’ self-reported
well-being may depend on patrons’ socioeconomic
status, as well as patterns of Library usage. We hypoth-
esize that individuals who are economically disadvan-
taged may report stronger Library impacts on their
well-being because they may not have access to other,
non-Library sources to support their flourishing. We also
hypothesize that patrons who use the Library in more
physical and time-intensive ways may report a stronger
well-being effect from the Library vs. patrons with more
transactional and remote usage, because they experi-
ence a stronger treatment of all the Library has to offer.

tn the following two sections we group our results, split
by the independent variable, into the following three
types of measures:

» Perceived impact on well-being: respondents’ self-
reported perception of the Library's impact on them,
with the options “no effect,” “a small positive effect,”
and “a big positive effect.”

» Post-visit sentiment: the extent to which respon-

dents experienced specific emotions following their
most recent visit to an NYPL location.
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- Goal achievement: whether respondents’ see their
use of the Library as supporting them in achieving their
goals in specific life domains.

We use both a derived measure of income, coming from
respondents’ ZIP codes, as well as binary indicators of
their usage types, to look for differences in well-being
effects across different patron types.

Respondent Income

Perceived Impact on Well-Being

First, we examine the percentage of respondents in
each income bracket who felt the Library had a
positive effect on their perceived well-being. Across
all measured items, respondents living in lower-income
ZIP codes report the highest levels of positive Library
impact, and respondents living in higher-income ZIP
codes reported the lowest. These differences are
especially pronounced in the items measuring the
Relationship dimension of PERMA. For example, 73%
of respondents in lower-income ZIP codes report that
the Library positively impacts their feeling like there
are people who really care about them, compared to
48 of respondents living in higher-income areas—

a 25 percentage point difference. Similarly, 79% of
respondents living in lower-income areas report that
the Library positively impacts how connected they
feel to others, vs. 66% of respondents living in higher-
income areas—a 13 percentage point difference.

The Engagement dimension of PERMA contained two

of the smallest differences by income: six and seven
percentage points for the Library's positive impact on
how much I love to learn new things and having more
appreciation for things you did not know about before,
respectively. This dimension also had the second largest
difference for the Library's positive impact on how much
energy you have, with 84% of respondents in lower-
income ZIP codes reporting a positive impact, compared
to 63% of respondents in higher-income ZIP codes—

a 21 percentage point difference.
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Engagement Positive Emotion

Relationships

Meaning

How much you feel
equipped to cope
with the world

How optimistic
you are about
the future

How positively you
feel about yourself

—
Having more appreciation
for things you did not
know much about before

How much
energy you have

How much you love
to learn new things

Feeling more empathy
towards others who may
be different from you

How connected
you feel to others

Feeling that there are
people in your life who
really care about you

Feeling better informed
about the world, culture,
or current events

Feeling that what you
do in your life is valuable
and worthwhile

Impact on Well-Being Dimensions
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Note: The synthesis plots combine small positive effect and big positive effect into one positive effect percentage, to ease interpretation of the plots.
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Post-Visit Sentiment

In our second measure of well-being, the affective
impact of a Library visit, we see the same pattern, with
respondents living in lower-income areas being most
likely to report feeling any of these emotions, and those
living in higher-income areas the least likely to do so.
This was especially strong for feeling seen and heard,
with a 12 percentage point difference between those in
lower (72%) and higher (60%) income ZIP codes. The
smallest difference between respondents living in lower
or higher income ZIP codes came from the feeling of
being engaged or stimulated, with only a six percentage
point difference—78% versus 72%, respectively.

Impact on Post-Visit Sentiment
By income of respondent's ZIP code
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Goal Achievement

We see a largely similar pattern when it comes to the
structured questions focusing on the Library’s positive
impact on respondents’ pursuit of their goals, across dif-
ferent dimensions of life. Across all five goal categories,
respondents in higher-income ZIP codes had the lowest
proportion self-reporting that their use of the Library
supported their goals. The biggest difference between
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respondents in higher- and lower-income ZIP codes
comes again in the area of relationships, with 54% of
respondents living in lower-income ZIP codes reporting
Library support in that area, vs. 36% in higher-income
ones—an 18 percentage point difference.

There were also large differences between respondents
living in lower- and higher-income ZIP codes along the
work and school dimensions, with about 80% of respon-
dents in lower-income areas—62-64% of respondents in
higher-income areas—reporting Library impact. Interest-
ingly, those living in medium-income ZIP codes report
the highest agreement with the Library supporting their
creative pursuits (83%) and personal growth (91%), a
variation from the dominant pattern of respondents
living in lower-income ZIP codes reporting the greatest
impact. However, the differences between respondents
fiving in lower- and medium-income ZIP codes were not
statistically significant. In fact, the differences between
all three income groups do not exceed seven percent-
age points in either of these two dimensions, indicating
that there is less of a differential effect along income
lines in the Library's nurturing of its patrons’ personal
growth and creativity.

Impact on Goal Achievement
By income of respondent's ZIP code
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Overall, we find that our respondents who live in ZIP
codes with a median household income under $50,000
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a year generally report the strongest well-being effects
tied to their use of the Library and its resources. This
differential is especially strong for relational benefits
and the smallest for engagement, goal accomplishment
associated with creativity, and the flourishing outcome
of personal growth. This last finding is especially inter-
esting, because it shows that respondents experience
flourishing through their use of the Library regardless of
their initial state of well-being.

Respondent Pattern of Library Use

In our second analysis of Library impact by respondent
characteristics, we split our respondents into categories
based on their usage characteristics. Our categories are:

* Materials users, who use library materials such as
books, CDs, or DVDs in our branch libraries or special
collections in our research libraries

* Holds users, a subset of materials users who place
items on advance hold and then pick up them in
person

* Computer and technology users who come to the
Library to access desktop computers and Wi-Fi

* Space users who work, read, study, and relax in the
public space provided by the Library

* Program attendees, who visit the Library to be part
of a program or class

* E-only users, whose relationship with the Library is
entirely digital, focusing on e-books, digital audio-
books, and databases accessible remotely

Respondents—other than those in our e-only category
—can fall into multiple usage categories, reflecting the
fact that patrons can simultaneously use the Library
across two or more categories, such as space and
computer usage or materials and program attendance.

Perceived Impact on Well-Being

The graph below collapses the scale of perceived impact
on well-being by the dimension of PERMA the state-
ments operationalize, to allow for easier interpretation
of the results. To summarize the impact, we take the
average percentage of users in each use type who
report a small or big positive Library effect on the
statements that fall into that PERMA dimension.

To provide an illustrative example, we can take the
Positive Emotion dimension of PERMA and the subset
of materials users. First, we calculate the percentage of
materials users who report a small or big positive effect
on the three statements capturing engagement:

* How positively you feel about yourself (77%)
* How optimistic you are about the future (73%)

* The extent to which you can cope with stress in the
future (749%)

The average across these three items capturing
Positive Emotion is 74.6%, which is the value plotted
in the illustration below.

We see a consistent pattern across the elements
of PERMA: the deeper and more time-intensive a
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No measures in the set of perceived impact on well-being scale corresponded to the concept of Accomplishment in PERMA, and thus it is not presented in
this plot. Please refer to the data & methods chapter for more detail on which survey items corresponded to PERMA dimensions and stages of flourishing.
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Synthesis of Impact

respondents’ Library use, the larger their average self-
reported impact. Respondents in the e-only category,
who never physically visit Library locations, report
the lowest impact on their well-being. Respondents
who spend longer amounts of time inside Library
spaces—our space users, computer users, and program

attendees—report the highest levels of impact. Materi-
als and holds users fall in between these two extremes,

with slightly lower average perceived impact than
program, computer, or space users, but considerably
more than our e-only users.

Post-Visit Sentiment

The post-visit sentiment analysis does not include our

e-only users. Because e-only users do not visit physical

Library locations, they did not answer any questions
about how visiting the Library makes them feel. Addi-

tionally, for ease of plot interpretation, we group usage

types into three categories: materials and holds users,
program attendees, and computer and space users.

These results follow a similar, although not identical
pattern, to those in the section above. Materials and

Post-Visit Sentiment
By usage type
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holds users were least likely to report strongly feeling

any of these sentiments. Program attendees were
the most likely to report strongly feeling any of these
sentiments, perhaps because they were most likely to

have interacted with others in the course of their visit.
However, the differences across all items were small,
never exceeding a five percentage point difference.

Goal Achievement

Finally, we examine differences in the Library’s sup-
port of patron’s goal achievement across respondents’
usage types. These differences generally follow the

aforementioned relationship in which the more physical

and time-intensive the type of usage, the stronger the
reported Library impact. Program attendees have the
greatest percentage of respondents indicating that their
use of the Library and its resources supported them

in their goals, especially goals in the arena of relation-
ships. Across all categories, the lowest percentage of
respondents indicating that the Library and its resourc-
es supported their goals were the materials, holds, and
e-only users.

Goal Achievement
By usage type
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Synthesis of Impact

Both analyses of the independent variables follow

a strikingly similar pattern. Although the impact of
Library usage on well-being is high across all groups of
respondents, we see the highest impact for respondents
who live in the lowest income ZIP codes of the Library’s
service area, and for respondents who use the Library in
more physical and time-intensive ways. The differential
impact is most apparent along the Relationships

dimension and least different along the Engagement
dimension across all types of measures. These two
groups are not completely independent, as there is
considerable overlap between one’s sociodemographic
status and the ways in which one uses the Library.
Future work should aim to disentangle the specific
mechanisms leading to these effects.

bb

Where | can get my mind primed
for when | get back to school...

| started coming because |
noticed that to get to a certain
point in my life | needed to take
certain actions, and the library
provided that quiet space where
| could do that and focus.
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Discussion & Conclusions

Respondents to NYPL's patron survey overwhelmingly
reported that their use of the Library and its assets—
spaces, materials, staff, technology, programs, and other
patrons—positively impacted their well-being. In their
free-text responses, many patrons also acknowledged
and appreciated that this impact extended beyond
them, to benefit their families, communities, and New
York City overall.

This work is descriptive and correlational—not causal
—in nature; however, we believe these results provide
meaningful evidence of the Library's role in supporting
individuals’ flourishing. These findings are a testament
to public libraries’ contributions to the health of their
communities. As such, they point to the possible
benefits of public libraries playing a more active and
prominent role in discussions about the health and
well-being of communities across the country. While
the survey findings discussed here are specific to New
York City, we believe it is likely that similar well-being
effects could be found in public libraries in other
urban, suburban, and rural communities throughout
the United States.

In recent years, public libraries across the country

have had their activities, funding, and, in some cases,
very existence threatened by budget cuts, calls for
book banning, and attempts at politicization. Given

this climate, the findings from this survey hold specific,
urgent meaning both within New York City and beyond,
because they show the full extent of what is at stake
when communities face a loss of access to all that
public libraries have to offer.

In their free-text responses, our patrons made clear
that their sense of the Library as a stable resource they
can rely on to be there for them is an essential precon-
dition for the positive impact the Library has on their
well-being. In 2023 and 2024, the New York, Brooklyn,
and Queens Public Libraries experienced city funding
cuts that led to a loss of Sunday service. While funding
was ultimately restored a few months later, allowing for
a restoration of those closed hours, real or threatened
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disruptions to service undermine libraries’ perceived
stability and reliability in the eyes of their patrons.
Given this paper’s findings, this erosion of stability
could reduce the well-being returns that public
libraries are able to generate for their communities.

Further, in communities across the country—including,
in this year, New York City—public funding debates
sometimes pit public library budgets against the need
to invest more in public safety. Our survey findings

can add nuance to this discussion as well. Respondents
stated that NYPL locations are places of public safety—
public spaces where they both feel safe, and are safe. As
such, libraries should be seen as valuable contributors
to any community's matrix of public safety.

Limitations

The primary limitations of this analysis come from

two areas: sampling and measurement. Our sample
consists of an online convenience sample and an
in-person sampling strategy that was designed to be

as representative as possible of the in-person visitors
to 14 locations across NYPL's service area. However, our
sample may not perfectly capture the underlying popu-
lation of the NYPL patron base. It is possible that those
who did respond to the survey and chose to answer the
well-being questions have a strong relationship with
the Library and an underlying desire to report positive
impact along these measures.

Second, the ideal way of measuring impact is through

a causal inference research design, rather than asking
respondents to reflect on their perception of a program
or organization's impact. By obtaining repeated measures
of well-being indicators over time, or before and after a
single library visit, and associating them with patterns
of library usage, we could make a stronger case about a
causal relationship between library use and flourishing.

While our conclusions are not causal, our analysis clearly

demonstrates that respondents conceive of, and com-
municate about, the Library as an important contributor
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to their well-being. Rather than dismissing or devaluing
the felt experience of individuals, we argue that we
should view it as important evidence in and of itself.

Future Research

The work presented here outlines a complex picture
relating the use of public libraries to individual and
collective well-being and broader flourishing. With these
findings, we make the case for understanding the role
of public institutions—and, specifically, public libraries
—not only in their direct provision of services, but in
what those services allow their users to achieve: their
full potential.

These findings suggest multiple lines of further research
to pursue, in order to fill in the initial outline we've
sketched here, and to uncover mechanisms of impact
that could ultimately lead to specific recommendations
for interventions and policies. For example, how similar
would these well-being findings from New York City
look in other urban locations, or suburban or rural
ones? Would different needs, resources, and lifestyles

in different socio-demographic environments lead

to different degrees or patterns of library impact on
patrons’ well-being? Can we better disentangle how
different types of library usage are related to experienc-
es of well-being? Is it the time-intensity of usage or the
likelihood of interacting with others at the library that
most directly, or most deeply, contributes to well-being
effects?

Additionally, this work was more focused on how public
library usage can be associated with higher levels of
well-being, rather than with the alleviation of ill-being,
Future research could explore how library use might
mitigate negative mental health experiences and
emotional suffering. Additional research could also go
beyond psychological flourishing to explore the effect
libraries have on other aspects of flourishing, including
physical health, supportive communities, and care for
the environment.
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[The Library]
offers us hope
that we can do
something, that
we can make a
change, that we
can advance.

It gives us a
chance to start
again.
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Data & Methods

In November and December 2023, The New York Public
Library fielded a survey focusing on our patrons’ library
attitudes and impact, behavior and awareness, and
demographics. Survey distribution took two formats:
an online survey accessible via the website and dis-
seminated in Library newsletters, and a paper format,
distributed via intercept strategy at select libraries
across the NYPL system. NYPL consists of both branch
and research libraries. Both research and branch library
users were included in the sample, with alternative
questions relating to their library usage corresponding
to the type of library from which respondents were
sampled.

Paper survey distribution was done via a multi-stage
clustering sampling strategy. First, all branch libraries
were clustered using the k-means algorithm into groups
based on demographic data of each branch’s service
area and their library usage data from fiscal years 2023,
2022, and 2019. Demographic data included racial-eth-
nic demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status
indicators, rates of access to technology and Wi-Fi, and
the total population living in the library’s service area.
Library usage variables included values corresponding
to library usage indicators, averaged monthly: check-
outs, program attendance and sessions, computer
sessions, and visits. Monthly average visits, program
sessions, program attendees, median income, and ser-
vice area population were log-transformed to account
for right-tailed skewness. All metrics were scaled, such
that each metric has a mean of O and a standard devia-
tion of 1 for purposes of model fit.

A k-means model with 4 clusters was selected as the
best fitting model by assessing the extent to which
branch libraries within a cluster were different from
each other on these metrics. Two more clusters were
added by hand due to their specific characteristics:
first, branch libraries that serve as hubs for a borough
or serve a specific purpose (e.g. Bronx Library Center,
Andrew Heiskell Braille and Talking Book Library) and
the four research libraries. Libraries were then select-
ed randomly, proportional to size, from the clusters,
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resulting in 15 branch libraries. The research library
chosen for sampling—The New York Public Library for
the Performing Arts—was not selected randomly but
chosen by hand due to its unique role as serving as both
a research library and a lending library. One selected
branch library, Morris Park Library, was temporarily
closed during the survey collection period so it was

not included in the sample of in-person paper survey
distribution. The table below displays the final in-person
library sample, the borough in which each is located,
and the general income level of its service area. Bronx
Library Center and the Library for the Performing Arts
do not have associated income levels, because they
serve as hubs for larger communities.

Branch Name Borough Income Level
Harlem Manhattan Lower Income
Harry Belafonte 115th St Manhattan Lower Income

Mariners Harbor Staten Island Medium Income

Huguenot Park Staten Istand Medium Income

Throgs Neck Bronx Medium Income
Morrisania Bronx Lower Income
Sedgwick Bronx Lower Income
Grand Concourse Bronx . Tower Income
High Bridge Manhattan Lower Income
Epiphany Manhattan Medium income
53rd Street Branch Manhattan Medium Income
New Amsterdam | !\Xa;hattan— B Higher Income .
-Je?ers:)n Mar;t B I\Xanhattan Higher Income
Bronx Library Center Bronx Not Applicable 1
I Library for the Manhattan Not Applicable

Performing Arts

Periods of two-to-three hours during the primary week
of survey data collection were proportionally sampled
based on visit frequency statistics, and volunteers dis-
tributed surveys to incoming patrons initially on an in-
terval strategy, depending on the estimated number of
visitors to the library. After a relatively high refusal rate
to take the survey, the interval strategy was removed
and every patron entering the library during the two to
three hour period was asked to take the survey. A link
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and invitation to the online survey was available on the
nypl.org website's front page throughout the survey
period and sent out in weekly Library newsletters

and on Library social media accounts. The survey was
available in English, Spanish, French, Chinese, Russian,
and Bengali. In total, there were 2,401 respondents to
the survey, 1,765 to the online format and 636 to the
paper version.

Format Number of Respondents

Online 1,765

Paper 636 I
Variables

The survey was conceptualized as a comprehensive
assessment of patrons’ relationships with the Library. As
such, it asked about a number of library usage, access,
and impact areas. In this analysis, we focus on the
library impact variables corresponding to dimensions

of well-being as well as types of library usage and a
respondent’s area's income level.

Theoretical Variables & Method

The theoretical and mechanistic arguments of this
paper rely on our analysis of responses to structured
survey questions, combined with an analysis of one
open-ended question in the survey: “How would your
life be different without The New York Public Library?”
One thousand six-hundred and forty-three participants
responded to this question with valid answers. To
analyze this question, we employed a mixed-methods
approach, with two authors inductively coding the
responses after reviewing all 1,643 comments and one
author using a topic modeling approach. We landed on
a three-bucket structure encompassing 20 different
elements, displayed on page 8 and discussed through-
out chapters 1,2, and 3.

Dependent Variables

For the empirical testing of the relationship between
library use and flourishing, we used three types of
measures of well-being: perceived impact of the Library
and its resources on elements of well-being, post-visit
sentiment impressions, and the support of the Library
in goal achievement.

Perceived Impact on Well-Being

Our first set of dependent variables are modified versions
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of the items on the European Social Survey used by
Huppert & So (2013) to measure subjective flourish-

ing across European countries. These items originally
measured an individuals' level of well-being across the
domains of flourishing, so we modified them to focus

on the respondent’s perception of how their usage of
the library may have impacted how they felt along these
dimensions. The wording of the question was as follows:
“What sort of impact, if any, has your use of the Library
and its resources had on...” with the options no impact,
a small positive impact, and a large positive impact.
There were a total of 11 items in a matrix format.

Due to the modifications of original items, and the
novelty of introducing well-being concepts to a library
context, these questions were tested in focus groups
and interviews with patrons at branch libraries across
NYPL to assess how they would be received by respon-
dents to the survey.

Post-Visit Sentiment

Our second measure of well-being asks respondents
to reflect on how they feel after leaving the Library.
Emotion words were selected both a priori given our
interest in well-being as conceptualized by Seligman
(20M), but also supplemented by emotions provided by
patrons through focus grops and interviews. Given the
set of emotions: accomplished, engaged/stimulated,
calm/peaceful, like I am on top of everything | need to
do, seen and heard, and like | am part of a community,
respondents chose a point along a seven-point scale
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so). We conceptual-
ized this measure as a thermometer scale, in which if
everyone selected “very much so” for an emotion or
feeling, we would consider that achieving all of the
possible points. The scale was shifted down by one
point during the calculation of the metric.

Goal Achievement

The final measure of well-being pertains to how a
respondent's use of the Library and its resources sup-
ported his, her, or their goals. Respondents were asked
“Has the use of the Library’s resources supported you
in your:" school work, work or career, creative pursuits,
personal growth, and relationships, with the options:
no, yes, and does not apply to me.

Each of these dependent variables corresponded with a
dimension of PERMA or the antecedent environmental
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Question

Perceived Impact on Well-Being

Pre P E R M A (c]

How positively you feel about yourself

How much you love to learn new things

How optimistic you are about the future

The extent to which you feel that what you do in your life is valuable and worthwhile

How much energy you have

The extent to which you feel that there are people in your life who really care about you

How connected you feel to others

How much you feel equipped to cope with the world

Feeling like you are better informed about the world, culture, or current events

Feeling more empathy towards others who may be different from you

Having more appreciation for things you did not know much about before

Post-Visit Sentiment

Accomplished

Calm/peaceful

Like I am on top of everything | need to do

Seen and heard

Like I am part of a community

Engaged/stimulated

Goal Achievement

School work

Work or career

Creative pursuits

Personal growth

Relationships

Pre = Preconditions P = Positive Emotion E = Engagement R =Relationships M =Meaning A = Accomplishment G = Growth

conditions needed for PERMA or the resulting personal
growth consequence of PERMA. The table above
illustrates which dependent variables are associated
with each category.

Independent Variables

The primary independent variables used in the syn-
thesis part of our analysis were those corresponding

to different types of library usage and demographic
variables associated with socioeconomic status, partic-
ularly the income of the respondents’ ZIP code. For the
former, respondents were asked their relative frequency
of particular library usage when they visited their NYPL
library location, with the options never, every once in a
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while, sometimes, and most of the time or every time.
The types of library usage asked about varied slightly
depending on whether the library was a branch or
research library, but all of the items could be split into
several overarching types: materials (books, CDs, DVDs)
usage, a subset of materials usage in which users placed
items on hold to pick up, usage of library technology
(computers and/or Wi-Fi), program attendance, and
usage of library spaces.

These items were binarized to classify individuals as
users of that type of library offering such that for
materials and space usage, if a respondent said they
did either sometimes or most of the time or every time,

38



Data & Methods

they were classified as a materials user or a space user,
respectively. Holds users are a subset of materials users
who say they pick up materials they had placed on hold
most of the time or every time. Because a smaller per-
centage of respondents tend to attend programs or use
computers, these were binarized such that if a respon-
dent indicated that they attended programs or used
computers every once in a while, sometimes, or most of
the time or every time, they were classified as program
attendees or computer users, respectively. Respondents
can fall into multiple types of usage depending on their
responses and their depth of library usage. A portion of
the online sample are our e-only users, who never come
to physical NYPL locations and only use e-resources
available from the Library in e-books/audiobooks and
digital collections. These respondents do not fall into
any of the other types of usage, as they only use the
library electronically and never in person.

The second independent variable concerns the income
level of a respondent. The survey did ask respondents
to self-disclose their household's total annual income,
but 30% of respondents who answered the question
selected “prefer not to say.” It is likely that those
respondents who declined to answer the question were
not evenly distributed across the income distribution,
but rather fall on either extreme of the distribution. Due
to this, we instead rely on the ZIP code of a respondent,
drawing the median household income for that area
from the 2021 American Community Survey five-year
estimates. For those who did not provide their ZIP code,
we first used their self-disclosed income, and then if
they did not provide their income, we used the income
of their branch’s service area. These incomes were then
categorized into three levels: lower-income, correspond-
ing to under $50,000 a year, medium income, between
$50,000 and $99,999 a year, and higher-income, above
$100,000 a year.

Method

Because this is an exploratory, descriptive study of the
perceived impact of library usage on subjective well-be-
ing, these analyses are themselves descriptive and not
predictive. We report the percentages of respondents
falling into perceived impact of library usage on di-
mensions of well-being, and then investigate how this
relationship is different depending on a library user's
type of usage and their income level.

Because this survey was entirely voluntary and not
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compensated financially, there was a fair amount of
both item non-response and survey non-completion.
For respondents who did not respond to the specific
question being analyzed, we remove them from the
sample for that item only. For example, if a respondent
answered enough questions to be categorized as a
materials user but did not answer the space usage
question, they would still be included in the statistics
for materials users but not space users: we did not do
list-wise deletion across all items in the analysis, which
would be typical for predictive modeling. Only those
who did not answer at least one of the independent
and dependent variables were excluded from the analy-
sis, resulting in an analytic sample of 1,974 respondents.
The following table shows the descriptive statistics of
the analytic sample.

Descriptive Characteristics of the Analytic Sample

Variable N =1,974
Mateals Dse; 1,362 (73%) N
Space User 879 (46%)
o Computer User 858 (47%)
Program Attendee 971 (51%)
Holds User 777 (45%)
E-Only User 125 (6.3%)
Income o
N Lower 377 (20%)
Medium 762 (40%)
Higher 754 (40%)
Survey Format
- _Or:line o '|,4_42 (73_%)
Paper 532 (27%)

1n (%)

The most common type of user was a materials user,
with almost three-quarters of the sample, followed by
program attendees, who comprise almost half of the
sample. Next are computer and space users, falling
slightly under half of the sample. The smallest group are
our e-only users, who make up only 6.3% of the sample.
This population is likely undersampled due to these us-
ers not coming to physical library locations or going on
the website, but rather only accessing library materials
through third-party apps such as Libby. A larger propor-
tion of the sample comes from the online sample than
the paper sample, with slightly more than a quarter of
respondents taking the survey on paper through the
multi-stage clustering strategy.
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