
Laptop Computer Services



SPEC KITS
Supporting Effective Library Management for Over Twenty Years

Committed to assisting research and academic libraries in the continuous improvement of management 
systems, OLMS has worked since 1970 to gather and disseminate the best practices for library needs. As 
part of its committment, OLMS maintains an active publications program best known for its SPEC Kits. 
Through the OLMS Collaborative Research/Writing Program, librarians work with ARL staff to design 
SPEC surveys and write publications. Originally established as an information source for ARL member 
libraries, the SPEC series has grown to serve the needs of the library community worldwide.

What are SPEC Kits?

Published six times per year, SPEC Kits contain the most valuable, up-to-date information on the latest 
issues of concern to libraries and librarians today. They are the result of a systematic survey of ARL 
member libraries on a particular topic related to current practice in the field. Each SPEC Kit contains 
an executive summary of the survey results (previously printed as the SPEC Flyer); survey questions 
with tallies and selected comments; the best representative documents from survey participants, such 
as policies, procedures, handbooks,  guidelines, websites, records, brochures, and statements; and a 
selected reading list—both in print and online sources—containing the most current literature available 
on the topic for further study.

Subscribe to SPEC Kits

Subscribers tell us that the information contained in SPEC Kits is valuable to a variety of users, both 
inside and outside the library. SPEC Kit purchasers use the documentation found in SPEC Kits as a 
point of departure for research and problem solving because they lend immediate authority to proposals 
and set standards for designing programs or writing procedure statements. SPEC Kits also function 
as an important reference tool for library administrators, staff, students, and professionals in allied 
disciplines who may not have access to this kind of information.
    SPEC Kits can be ordered directly from the ARL Publications Distribution Center. To order, call 
(301) 362-8196, fax (301) 206-9789, email <pubs@arl.org>, or go to <http://www.arl.org/pubscat/
index.html>. 
    Information on SPEC Kits and other OLMS products and services can be found on the ARL Web site 
at <http://www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>. The Web site for the SPEC survey program is <http:
//www.arl.org/spec/index.html>. The executive summary or flyer for each kit after December 1993 
can be accessed free of charge at the SPEC survey Web site.

 



Aline Soules

Associate University Librarian
California State University, Hayward

Myoung-ja Lee Kwon

University Librarian
California State University, Hayward

SPEC Kit 275

Laptop Computer Services
August 2003



Series Editor:  Lee Anne George 

SPEC Kits are published by the

Association of Research Libraries
OFFICE OF LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT SERVICES

21 Dupont Circle, NW, Suite 800
Washington, D.C.  20036-1118

(202) 296-2296  Fax (202) 872-0884
<http://www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>

<pubs@arl.org>

ISSN 0160 3582

ISBN 1-59407-607-3

Copyright © 2003

This compilation is copyrighted by the Association of Research Libraries. ARL grants blanket permission to reproduce and 
distribute copies of this work for nonprofit, educational, or library purposes, provided that copies are distributed at or below 
cost and that ARL, the source, and copyright notice are included on each copy. This permission is in addition to rights of re-
production granted under Sections 107, 108, and other provisions of the U.S. Copyright Act.

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992 (R1997) Permanence 
of Paper for Publications and Documents in Libraries and Archives.



SPEC
Kit 275

Laptop Computer Services
August 2003

SURVEY RESULTS

Executive Summary...........................................................................................................................................11

Survey Questions and Responses....................................................................................................................21

Responding Institutions ...................................................................................................................................50

REPRESENTATIVE DOCUMENTS

Laptop Services Home Pages
 Colorado State University

Laptop Computer Check-Out Services ....................................................................................................54
Duke University

Perkins Library. Laptop Loan Program ....................................................................................................55
University of Houston
 Wireless Laptop Computer Borrowing Program.....................................................................................56
University of Pennsylvania

Library Lends Laptops.............................................................................................................................57
Pennsylvania State University

Laptop Library. About Our Laptops .........................................................................................................58

Laptop Service FAQs
University of British Columbia

Laptop Lending Program. Frequently Asked Questions ...........................................................................60
Indiana University Bloomington

FAQ About Borrowing the Laptops, Video Cameras, and Digital Cameras from the Undergraduate 
Library ....................................................................................................................................................61

University of Western Ontario
LAP: Laptop Access Ports in the Western Libraries..................................................................................63



Policies and Procedures
 University of Alabama

Laptop Computers. Laptop Policies.........................................................................................................66
University of British Columbia

Laptop Lending Policy ............................................................................................................................67
University of California, Los Angeles

Borrowing a CLICC Laptop .....................................................................................................................68
University of Houston
 Wireless Laptop Computer Policies and Procedures ...............................................................................70
Indiana University Bloomington

Circulation Policies for Equipment..........................................................................................................72
Louisiana State University
 LSU Mobile Program. Wireless Laptop and Network Card Check-out System ........................................73
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

Laptop Loan Policy .................................................................................................................................74
Pennsylvania State University
 Laptop Library. Borrowing a Laptop .......................................................................................................75
University of Wisconsin-Madison
 College Library Hardware Reserves........................................................................................................77

Computer Loan Agreements
 Case Western Reserve University
  KSL Laptop User Agreement...................................................................................................................80
  Registration Form for KSL Laptop Checkout ...........................................................................................81
 University of Nebraska-Lincoln

 Laptop Computer Check Out Agreement/Condition Record ...................................................................82
 North Carolina State University

NCSU Libraries Laptop Computer Loan Agreement ................................................................................83
 Oklahoma State University
  Statement of Responsibility ...................................................................................................................84
 Texas A&M University

Laptop checkout slip...............................................................................................................................86
 Vanderbilt University

VU Student Laptop Loan Agreement ......................................................................................................87
 University of Virginia

University of Virginia Library Laptop Computer Loan Agreement ...........................................................88

Equipment Check Sheets
 University of Missouri

Physical Examination of the Laptops......................................................................................................90



University of Virginia
 Laptop Repair Tracking Sheet.................................................................................................................92

User Instructions
 University of California, Irvine

Wireless Card. Borrowers’ Brief Guide....................................................................................................96
Wireless Laptop. Borrowers’ Brief Guide ................................................................................................98

 Case Western Reserve University
Tips for Using Library iBook Laptops ....................................................................................................100

 Louisiana State University
Wireless Network Cards .......................................................................................................................101

 University of Missouri
Ellis Library Wireless Network. Checking out a Laptop .........................................................................102

 North Carolina State University
Nomadic Computing in D. H. Hill Library ..............................................................................................105

Promotional Materials
 University of Alberta
  Wireless Internet in Rutherford South Reading Room..........................................................................108
 Case Western Reserve University
  iBooks are Back! ..................................................................................................................................109
 University of Hawaii at Manoa
  Celebrate WiFi Day at UH Manoa.........................................................................................................110
 University of Tennessee
  Library Loaner Laptops—Laptop News................................................................................................111
 University of Texas at Austin

General Libraries News. Check Out a Laptop in UGL............................................................................112
 University of Waterloo
  news @ your library. Go Wireless in the Libraries.................................................................................113
  news @ your library. Laptop Connections Available.............................................................................114
 University of Western Ontario

Weldon Wireless Web ...........................................................................................................................115
 University of Wisconsin-Madison

Computing@UW-Madison. Laptop Checkout .......................................................................................116 

Evaluation
 Oklahoma State University
  Laptop survey results ...........................................................................................................................118
 Pennsylvania State University

Pollock Laptop Library User Survey.......................................................................................................119



SELECTED RESOURCES 

Journal Articles .....................................................................................................................................123

Conference Presentations ..............................................................................................................................123

Laptop and Wireless Services Web Sites ......................................................................................................123



SURVEY RESULTS



Laptop Computer Services · 11



Laptop Computer Services · 11

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 

Background
Over the last several years, many libraries have 
developed laptop lending programs in an ever-ex-
panding effort to provide users with the tools they 
need to combine their library research with other 
work, such as writing papers.  They are also provid-
ing network access for laptops that is as ubiquitous 
as technology permits. In order to understand the 
nature of these services, the authors developed this 
survey to gather information on

•  The type of laptop services currently offered;
•  How the service is provided;
•  How the service is funded;
•  The benefits and challenges of the service; and
•  Changes to the service since its inception.

The goal was to learn more about library opera-
tional issues and not to conduct a user satisfaction 
survey. Therefore, the questions focus on operation-
al issues and deal with user issues only as they relate 
to operations. Eighty-four of the 124 ARL member 
libraries (68%) responded to the survey.

Of the 84 respondents, 76 (90%) have some form 
of laptop lending or network connection service, 
indicating that these are becoming staples in the 
array of offerings provided by libraries nationwide. 
Fifty-nine of the respondents (70%) provide wire-
less access to the network, either full or partial, and 
57 (68%) provide network ports. Thirty-one (37%) 
provide network printing from laptops. Only 42 
(50%) circulate library-owned laptops and 14 (17%) 
circulate network cards for user-owned laptops. In a 

few cases, libraries only provide locations for user-
owned laptop use. Clearly, in many libraries the em-
phasis is on connectivity rather than equipment. 

Among this group of respondents, laptop pro-
grams began as early as 1994, though the vast major-
ity (83%) began between 1998 and 2002. Fewer than 
four institutions added programs each year from 
1994 until 1998 when 10 new institutions started pro-
grams. That rate of expansion continued until 2002, 
when the number jumped to 23 new services. Only 
three institutions have added programs thus far in 
2003, but several others report having programs 
ready to start. A small number of respondents either 
do not plan to offer laptop service or have circulated 
laptops in the past, but do so no longer. Reasons for 
this include an increase in student ownership of 
laptops and the expense of sustaining maintenance 
on circulating stock. In one case, the campus com-
puting department (which supplied the laptops) 
determined that the cost of the service outweighed 
the benefits.

Thirty-three programs (43%) were started as a re-
sult of a decision by library administration; twenty-
two (29%) were due to user demand. A few began on 
a recommendation by library staff or a library com-
mittee. Of the 14 “other” reasons, the common factor 
appears to be “an opportunity,” e.g., to pilot wireless 
technology or to leverage a donation.

Infrastructure
Fifty respondents (63%) report that laptops can 
be used anywhere. In their comments, however, it 
becomes clear that some interpreted this to mean 
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anywhere on campus while others interpreted it as 
anywhere in the library. Twenty-eight respondents 
expect laptops to be used either in library carrels, 
designated laptop areas, group study rooms, or 
computer labs. Of the libraries that circulate library-
owned laptops or network cards, 70% do not permit 
the equipment to leave the building. 

Where laptops can be used is largely determined 
by network connectivity. Wireless access is growing, 
but respondents’ comments indicate that coverage 
is still spotty. (One library reported that wireless 
signals are blocked by book stacks.) In some cases, 
wireless access is coupled with network ports, while 
in others wireless access is the sole method of deliv-
ery. Thirty-five percent of the respondents that pro-
vide wireless access to the network have coverage in 
at least some parts of the library. Eighteen percent 
now have full coverage throughout the building and 
ten percent have full coverage across the campus.

User Characteristics
Almost all of the respondents target laptop services 
to undergraduate and graduate students (73 or 99%.) 
A majority also allows faculty, staff, and researchers 
to use the services (84%, 80%, and 58% respectively.) 
Eight (10%) permit members of the local community 
to circulate laptops and a few institutions circulate 
them to consortium members and anyone with 
authorized access to the building. Undergraduate 
students are the major users of these services (80%) 
with graduate students a close second (58%). Faculty 
and staff are a distant third (12%). 

What’s notable from comments is that funding 
sources have a strong influence on who is eligible to 
use or borrow laptops.  For example, if a particular 
department pays for laptops and the laptops are 
housed in the library for that department or dis-
cipline, only those students in the department or 
taking classes in that discipline are eligible to bor-
row them.  However, just because a user is eligible 
to borrow a laptop does not guarantee that the user 
will always be able to borrow a laptop when he or 
she wants.  In some institutions, demand exceeds 
supply, resulting either in long wait lists or in users 
being turned away.   Also, in cases where libraries 
permit renewals, a user may not have completed a 

project and may be reluctant to relinquish a laptop 
even if there is a wait list.  Some libraries control 
whether laptops can be renewed; others permit a 
limited number of renewals (generally one), leaving 
other users without access for twice the original loan 
period.  

Staffing and Budgeting
Interestingly, almost half of the responding libraries 
said that laptop services had no impact on staffing. 
Existing staff simply absorbed the workload (37 or 
49%) or was reassigned (15 or 20%). Only six re-
spondents (8%) claimed to have added staff.   Staff 
who are part of library systems departments may 
see laptop service as an extension of their general 
work.   For other staff, adding any duties of any kind 
may be considered normal and they may not see a 
workload change or absorption as actually having 
an impact.  

Undoubtedly, laptops must have some impact 
on systems staff (computing and/or library) and, 
if laptops are circulated, on staff at service desks 
(both permanent and temporary/student staff). 
Regardless of so many responses that there was no 
impact or need for staff change, there has been train-
ing and a shift in duties for many.   Comments in 
the advantages/disadvantages section of the survey 
(see below) included a number of statements about 
the difficulty of “scalability” and the amount of staff 
time and support needed for the service.  Examples 
of this labor-intensive work and expense include 
technology tracking and problems, circulation com-
plexities, service demands, institutional systems and 
procedures, wait lists, and others.

Start-up costs for laptop services varied widely 
from zero to $150,000 with a mean of $38,662 and 
a median of $30,000. The majority of respondents 
reported that costs were for purchasing or leasing 
hardware (78%), activating network access (57% 
to 60%), and purchasing or leasing software (51%). 
About half of the respondents (47%) counted staff 
time in the start-up costs and 28% included pro-
motional activity. Other expenses included storage 
carts, battery packs and chargers, printers, mainte-
nance contracts, and small items such as extra cords, 
diskettes, and CDs.
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What’s notable is how many “unknowns” were 
reported. Staffing costs, particularly in cases where 
workload has been absorbed, are completely unde-
termined. Some costs are attributable to campus IT 
groups and may not be known for that reason. Costs 
for this new service are sometimes folded into other 
budget categories. The size of institution or program 
does not seem to account for the cost variations. 
Some of the difference is simply unexplainable.

Available budget figures tend to be for “hard” 
rather than “soft” costs because libraries have had to 
set aside or find specific monetary amounts for the 
former, while expenses for the latter are already in-
curred and buried in existing budget lines  Examples 
of hard costs include the cost of laptops, lease main-
tenance agreement costs (for those institutions who 
choose that maintenance route), software license 
costs, network port costs, and costs for any staff 
that have been added.  Soft costs include costs for 
workload absorption by staff, an inability to sepa-
rate network support costs for walk-up jacks from 
the rest of the network costs, costs handled by other 
departments (e.g., computing) or centrally, or costs 
that are so diffuse that it is difficult to extract them 
from total library costs (e.g., the costs are distributed 
and included within separate funding processes for 
network ports, circulation staff salaries, wireless ac-
cess, promotion, equipment, etc.).  

Library budgets are the funding source for 51 
respondents (68%), with the bulk of the money be-
ing reallocated from the existing budget. Only six of 
these respondents report receiving some additional 
funding. Thirty respondents (40%) received funds 
from the institution’s computer budget and much of 
that related to infrastructure. Twenty (27%) received 
gifts. The institution’s central budget provided fund-
ing for fifteen (20%) while a dozen (16%) benefited 
from targeted fundraising efforts. Other funding 
sources include student technology fees and grants. 
Most respondents pulled together funds from three 
or four sources to support the service.

The annual budgets for ongoing laptop service 
vary as widely as start-up costs. What’s notable is 
the number of comments indicating that there is no 
guaranteed funding, making the future somewhat 
precarious. Nineteen respondents said there was no 

budget; eighteen said that the information was not 
available or that it was the responsibility of another 
unit; eleven indicated that expenses fell within other 
existing budget lines and couldn’t be separated. 
Only 20 respondents could give a dollar figure for 
the budget. These ranged from a low of $110 to a 
high of $62,000 with a mean of $17,327 and a median 
of $10,000. A few institutions are “transitioning” or 
their programs are too new and they cannot provide 
this information.

Equipment Circulation
The most commonly circulated library-owned lap-
tops are configured for wireless access (84%), fol-
lowed by those configured for network access (36%). 
A significant number of these laptops are configured 
for both wired and wireless access. Circulation of 
network cards for user-owned laptops is a close 
third (29%). A small number of libraries report cir-
culating stand-alone laptops, but only one has this 
as the only equipment option. A variety of other 
equipment is also available for users, including  bat-
tery packs, mice, power cords, adapters, Internet 
cables, carrying-cases, external floppy drives, zip 
drives, CD/DVD drives with CD-burner capabili-
ties, power bricks, and Palm Pilots. 

The number of pieces of equipment available at 
each institution varies widely. The laptop range runs 
from 1 to 192 pieces. For those with wireless access, 
the mean is 34.5 and the median 30; for those with 
network access, the mean is 51.5 and the median 29. 
For network cards, stand-alone laptops, and battery 
packs, a similar pattern applies.

Software exhibits the same diversity. Of the 45 
respondents, all install word processing and spread-
sheet software on the library-owned laptops, and 
all but one includes an Internet browser. Thirty-six 
(80%) include some form of database program (e.g., 
Access or FileMaker). There is extensive availability 
of presentation software, primarily PowerPoint. A 
few (5 or 11%) install a statistical analysis package 
such as SPSS. Other available software programs 
include Dreamweaver, Photoshop Elements, Il-
lustrator, Flash, iMovie, Endnote, and specialized 
software such as instructional applications for 
humanities and social sciences, MDL Crossfire (for 
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Beilstein/Gmelin), and SciFinder Scholar.  In ad-
dition, some laptops include telnet/FTP, MS Mes-
senger, Net Meeting, Adobe Acrobat (reader and 
writer), Windows Media Player, RealPlayer, video 
editing (on Macs), Secure CRT (for e-mail), Eudora, 
Mulberry, VPN, Kerberos utilities, Pharos Uniprint, 
DeepFreeze, Fortress, or Clean Slate.

Operational Issues
Equipment circulation is primarily handled by circu-
lation or reserves desks. Media resources units are a 
less commonly used option. Other circulation points 
include computer labs, an actual “laptop library,” 
and combinations of libraries, branches, and service 
points. At one institution, network cards are circulat-
ed by the circulation desk, but laptops are circulated 
by peers (students) from a Learning Commons.

Loan periods are mostly in the 2 to 4 hour range. 
Some of the variation relates to the life of battery 
packs. There are a couple of institutions that cir-
culate laptops for 1 or 2 days, which suggests a 
different philosophy behind their programs. Some 
allow overnight use and combine that with the 2 to 
4 hour range during the day. One allows weekend 
loan from late Friday to early Monday on the same 
basis. Another library offers 1 day, 3 day, and 1 week 
loan periods. One institution commented that from 
library to library within their institution loan peri-
ods range from 2 hours to 1 day. 

The policy on renewals is almost evenly split. 25 
respondents (54%) allow renewals; 21 (46%) do not. 
In some cases, renewals are permitted depending on 
demand. A number of institutions commented that 
they have wait lists. Again, some of the rationale 
behind renewals is linked to battery life. If demand 
is low, some libraries bring in the first laptop for 
recharging and loan a different laptop to the user 
rather than renewing. In one library, there must be at 
least one hour between checkouts by the same per-
son. Some renew and switch out batteries. Another 
library extended the loan period to offset a decision 
to stop renewals. In one library, staff “use discre-
tion” whether to renew.

Equipment reservations are less common. Only 
seven respondents (15%) take reservations; 40 (85%) 
do not. Instead, most work on a “first come, first 

served” basis. A couple of libraries make use of the 
circulation hold function if all equipment is checked 
out; a couple use a manual system, placing names 
on a wait list. One library permits each user to make 
a single reservation each day and a reservation for 
one night per week and one weekend per term. One 
library uses a wait list for the last four weeks of the 
fall and spring semesters when, presumably, de-
mand is highest. One library divides its equipment, 
setting aside a few pieces for reservations and leav-
ing the rest on a “first come, first served” basis.

Equipment Returns
There are two major activities involved in equipment 
returns—discharging from the circulation system (45 
respondents or 96%) and inspecting for tampering 
or broken parts (42 or 89%). Other common activities 
include recharging the battery (66%) and reghosting 
(40%). Some libraries automatically recharge bat-
teries after every use; others replace batteries and 
recharge the used battery while a new one is in the 
laptop. The latter situation requires sufficient spares 
to substitute. Some do reghosting as part of their 
regular routine, others do it only as needed. A few (9 
or 19%) do minor repair work on site. 

A few respondents clear the previous borrower’s 
user profile from the system, helping protect pri-
vacy. In other situations, privacy remains the user’s 
concern, although statements may be made in user 
documentation to alert users to this need. Of course, 
those who reghost ensure the user’s profile is com-
pletely erased. On the other hand, there is one li-
brary that instructs students to save to their network 
drive to prevent loss of data if the laptop shuts down 
spontaneously. 

A number of libraries have “check sheets” of 
some description to ensure all steps are carried out. 
These instruction sheets go into detail about what 
to check to ensure all equipment is returned and in 
working order. In one case, a step is included to en-
sure that a user help sheet remains in the machine.

The majority of machines are ready for re-use 
within 20 minutes. Twelve respondents (29%) turn 
equipment around within 5 minutes; 10 (24%) with-
in 10 to 20 minutes. Another five (12%) complete the 
turnaround within 30 minutes. The remainder take 
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1, 2, or 3 hours, and two respondents take 24 hours. 
Much of the variation in the hourly range relates to 
whether batteries need to be recharged.

Equipment Fines and Fees
Forty-three respondents (91%) have fines of some 
sort for equipment that is returned late, but fine 
amounts are highly variable. Charges may accrue 
per minute (9 respondents), per hour (20), or per day 
(5). The range of fines is broad, from $.01 to $3 per 
minute; $.25 to $50 per hour; and $1 to $20 per day. 
Some institutions vary fines from library to library 
within the institution. Some vary fines between the 
first hour and subsequent hours. Some have grace 
periods before fine calculation begins and others 
have caps on fines. There is no consistency what-
soever.

Most libraries (94%) charge a replacement fee 
for damaged or unreturned equipment. Beyond 
that, policies vary. Ten (23%) charge a flat fee per 
piece of equipment; four others add on a processing 
fee. Eight (19%) charge the actual replacement cost, 
while five others add on a processing fee. Three (7%) 
charge the actual repair cost. One library indicated 
that this has not arisen often and the result is usually 
a matter of negotiation based on repair/replacement 
cost plus processing. It is not clear if the difference 
between “actual” repair/replacement cost and flat 
fee relates to whether the institution has a warranty 
or service contract, but that is possible.

Replacement Policy
In this case, “replacement” means library-initiated 
equipment replacements, either periodic or system-
atic, for upgrades, normal wear and tear, etc., and 
not replacement costs paid by users because of loss 
or damage. The policies for equipment and software 
replacement are primarily driven by budget avail-
ability. After that, the factors vary for equipment and 
software.

For equipment, the next most common factor 
is breakage (24 respondents or 53%), followed by 
a regular schedule (12 or 27%). A few base their 
replacement policy on keeping pace with institu-
tional upgrades and others simply haven’t had their 
programs long enough to determine what they will 

do. Some decisions relate to service contracts, if they 
have them. Disturbingly, a number have no idea 
what they will do because they have no budget line 
for replacements.

For software, the second most important factor 
is institutional upgrades (17 respondents or 38%). 
In those cases, such upgrades are licensed campus-
wide, so no local library budget is required, simply 
the effort of installing the upgrades. Nine respon-
dents each (20%) replace software as needed or on a 
regular schedule. 

Publicity
Not surprisingly, the majority of respondents (62 
or 83%) highlight this service on the library Web 
page. This method of promotion is free and entirely 
within the library’s control. Beyond that, publicity 
is included in library orientations and instruction, 
library newsletters, flyers, articles or news releases 
in local papers, correspondence with users, and 
bookmarks. In addition, respondents spread the 
word via signage, focus groups, banners, booths at 
campus fairs, posters, bulletin boards, library doors, 
conversations, publicity through central campus 
computing Web pages and resource handbooks, 
faculty Web sites, campus news media, course Web 
management systems, e-mail, and word-of-mouth. 
One institution promotes the use of wireless, but not 
laptop check-out itself. At one end of the publicity 
scale, some have Web pages devoted exclusively to 
the laptop service. At the other, some said that pub-
licity was not necessary as campus wireless access 
and related services were already widely known.

Impact of Laptop Services
All but a few respondents report that the level of use 
of laptop services is either moderate or high. Only 11 
(14%) said use was low. In some of these cases, how-
ever, service is still new and if patterns from other 
institutions are any indication, use will increase. 

Twenty-six respondents (45%) did not have cir-
culation statistics available, but for the other respon-
dents, circulation ranged from 450 to over 100,000. 
The most frequent responses were in the 1,000 to 
4,999 range (14 respondents or 24%). These figures, 
however, must be considered in light of the range 
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of laptops available, whether laptops are provided 
with wireless or network access or stand alone, and 
how long the service has been available. Since 31% 
of respondents only began their service in 2002, 
these figures are bound to change.

More than half of the respondents (42 or 56%) 
have seen changes in their laptop services since their 
inception. Surprisingly, more than a third of these 
(15 or 36%) services are less than two years old. 
The big factor in the change is technological—the 
growth of wireless access, port availability/growth, 
increased number of available machines, hard-wired 
network drops, etc. Also mentioned were software 
login methods and a reduction of peripherals. One 
respondent reported a shift in philosophy about 
laptop service.

Originally, the library viewed laptops the 
same way we would a book with a specific due 
time, renewals controlled by the library and 
only allowed when there was no waiting list. In 
response to a user survey, we lengthened the loan 
period and now allow one renewal even if there 
is a waiting list. Students viewed the laptops the 
same way they view workstations in a lab and 
didn’t like giving one up if they weren’t done 
with it just because there was a waiting list.

Other changes have resulted from security and 
workload. Theft of equipment, damage, time to 
reconfigure laptops, etc. are onerous issues. Some 
of those that have not seen changes are among the 
newer services, though 64% of them began service 
between 1995 and 2000.

Advantages and Disadvantages
For both laptop service and wireless network access, 
respondents provided slightly more comments re-
garding advantages than disadvantages. 

Laptop Service Advantages
The majority of respondents were very positive 
about user response and feedback and how it had 
enhanced their public reputation, image, and rela-
tions.

Users
o Users can research and write papers, do 

e-mail, use applications, all in a “one-stop-
shopping” environment, which improves 
user capabilities and productivity.

o Laptops provide portability and flexibility.
o Users can choose privacy to work or can 

chat with friends.
o Small groups of users can work on course 

projects and better services encourage 
team/group work.

o Users can use their own equipment, reduc-
ing demand on library equipment.

o Users can use their own data directly at the 
library or can download resources directly 
to their own machines to take home for 
working on papers.

o Users without laptops or PCs now have ac-
cess to these tools.

o Users have another option when the com-
puter lab is full.

Public Relations
o The program is good for public relations.
o The laptop program brings users to the li-

brary.
o The library can partner with campus com-

puting.

Facilities and Equipment
o There is additional flexibility in user space 

and capabilities.
o Computing is provided in areas not for-

merly served.
o There is an additional access method to li-

brary resources in multiple locations.
o The hardware configuration is controlled.
o Laptops provide portability and flexibility 

for study station planning.
o Space is released for other services and ac-

tivities.
o Laptop use frees dedicated public worksta-

tions and increases service and access with-
out additional equipment purchase. (Note: 
A number of institutions do not offer office 
tools on desktop computers with database 
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and online journal access.)
o Frequently, laptops offer more capabilities 

than the online catalog workstations. (See 
preceding note.)

o The need for library-supplied desktop 
computers is reduced. (Note: In question 
27, however, no respondent indicated that 
desktop workstations or the number of 
workstations had been reduced. This is an 
expectation for the future.)

o Laptops provide a supplement to comput-
ers in the reference area.

o Users who use their own equipment reduce 
demand on the library.

o Laptops allow different library-use models.
o Laptops can be used in the stacks by both 

users and staff.
o For some, the use of batteries eliminates the 

need to add outlets.
o There are financial savings in not having to 

provide additional full workstations, out-
lets, etc.

Laptop Service Disadvantages
Many issues relate to labor and costs. At one extreme, 
one institution responded that the service was more 
work than it was worth; at the other, one institution 
responded that there were no disadvantages at all.

Users
o There are insufficient laptops; most institu-

tions cannot keep up with demand. One in-
stitution reported, however, that a campus 
computing initiative decreased the use of 
their laptop service.

o Users need education about equipment, 
software, peripherals, protecting data, pri-
vacy, saving data and documents, etc.

o Printing presents difficulties, especially 
with debit printing systems.

o Users demand more functionality/access 
than some can provide.

o Users demand reservation/paging services, 
which can be difficult or expensive to imple-
ment.

o There are security issues (hardware and 

data).
o There are privacy issues, primarily in help-

ing students to protect their privacy, but one 
institution reported that students can have 
too much privacy when searching the Inter-
net.

o The loan period is limited.
o One institution commented that the time 

spent helping users with laptops and the 
program itself detracts from staff-user inter-
actions about library resources.

o One institution reported that there was less 
flexibility and productivity for users.

o One institution thought there was potential 
for abuse.

o One institution wrote that some students 
had trouble remembering to bring their own 
network cables.

Labor, Time, and Costs
o The service is costly and, for some, not scal-

able.
o Staff time and support is labor intensive 

and expensive, as staff deal with technology 
tracking and problems, circulation com-
plexities, user verification, service demands, 
institutional systems and procedures, wait 
lists, etc.

o Equipment, maintenance, and replacement 
are a cost and workload issue, as are theft, 
damage, loss, and repair.

o There is a need for staff instruction about the 
technology and a lack of technological sup-
port generally.

o Battery charging and maintaining the charge 
are problems.

o One institution reported difficulty in main-
taining different images on laptops of vari-
ous ages and configurations.

Space
o Ports are not available to individuals with-

out laptops.
o One institution commented that the use 

of laptops might produce a lot of unused 
space.
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Wireless Network Access Advantages

Users
o Freedom, flexibility of space, and conve-

nience are major advantages.
o This is one more service for users.
o Wireless access helps to provide an addi-

tional method to connect to library resources 
in multiple locations.

o Wireless access provides computer connec-
tivity in areas where wired connections are 
not feasible.

o In some cases, wireless access extends the 
library beyond its walls.

o Wireless access also extends user seating op-
tions.

o Users can bring their own equipment.
o Wireless connectivity enables access to e-

mail, Internet, library resources, etc.

Infrastructure
o Wireless access is easy and relatively inex-

pensive to set up in a single area for small 
numbers of simultaneous users.

o Wireless access obviates the need to retrofit 
an entire building with network and cable 
capability and is cheaper.

o Wireless access decreases the need for more 
student computer stations while increasing 
the amount of access.

o Staff can also benefit from wireless access 
for projects in the stacks.

o Wireless laptop carts provide an alternative 
to a hard-wired lab or computer classroom.

Wireless Network Access Disadvantages

Users
o Wireless access, for many, is not yet ex-

tended throughout their library buildings, 
limiting flexibility.

o Some users complain about typing noise.
o Privacy is an issue.
o For some users in some institutions, there is 

a requirement that they invest in hardware 
and security software. 

Infrastructure
o Security is an issue (e.g., because of shared 

network technologies.)
o Some experience “dead” zones (e.g., in 

stacks areas.)
o Performance issues include speed, inter-

ference, connection problems, reliability, 
robustness of bandwidth, and degradation 
when there are large numbers of users.

o There are configuration problems for some 
laptops.

o For one institution, scalability is an issue.
o Start up costs were cited by one institution.
o Damage and theft are issues, even with the 

wireless hardware.
o There are more technical and support issues 

for staff to handle.

As mentioned as a caveat in the list of laptop 
service advantages, laptops have not eliminated 
desktop workstations or reduced the number of 
workstations. A number of interesting comments 
were received, however, that indicate that the ex-
pectation of future reductions may not come to pass. 
One respondent commented:

We have avoided increasing the number of 
workstations, but demand is sufficiently increas-
ing every year that the library seriously needs to 
add to our public workstation farm. Laptops 
augment access; they don’t replace it.

Service Evaluation
Of the 71 respondents, 58 (82%) rely on informal 
user feedback as their most common form of evalua-
tion. Other techniques for evaluating laptop services 
include tracking the number of equipment circula-
tions (39 respondents or 55%), conducting user sur-
veys (22 or 31%), periodically interviewing users (11 
or 16%), and conducting focus groups (5 or 7%). In 
comments, institutions described their use of online 
discussion lists, e-mail surveys, feedback surveys at 
check-out, and graphs that show the number of us-
ers connected (taken every five minutes).

On a satisfaction scale of 1 to 5, where 1 was 
“very dissatisfied” and 5 was “very satisfied,” 19 
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(26%) were very satisfied, 35 (49%) were satisfied, 
and 13 (18%) were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. 
Only five (7%) indicated they were dissatisfied and 
no one was very dissatisfied. Comments reflected 
much of what was listed under “advantages and 
disadvantages,” namely freedom of movement and 
independence from desktop computers in the library 
versus problems of supply and demand. Many insti-
tutions, at this point, could use more laptops.

Conclusions
Laptop services are currently a thriving and popular 
service. In spite of the problems—workload, cost, 
technology issues, etc.—users express great satisfac-
tion and libraries, overall, see these services as im-
proving their offerings to students, enhancing their 
reputation on campus, and involving them in the 
campus technology and computing process, both for 
daily action and for decision making. 

How these services will change as users bring 
their own laptops to the library remains to be seen. 
At one university, the library staff are involved in a 
discussion that is “considering providing informa-
tion to new students and their parents to help them 
choose the basic computer equipment needed for 
effectively pursuing studies [here].” This will not be 
mandatory, but is likely to affect user purchases. Of 
interest, also, is the institution that checks out PDAs. 
Is that the wave of the future? Will PDAs supplant 
laptops, only to be supplanted by newer technology 
a few years after that?

On the negative side, apart from the usual work-
load, time, and cost issues, there is also a lack of clar-

ity about future funding. What will be done when 
computers require wholesale replacement or major 
expenditures emerge? Further, libraries are definite-
ly unclear about actual costs. Certain “hard” costs, 
like the cost of a computer or the one-time cost of 
an upgrade, may be known, along with some “soft” 
costs, like the re-assignment of a staff member half-
time to a laptop service. Overall, however, no one 
knows the real cost of work that is absorbed and so 
fully integrated into other activities that it is insepa-
rable (e.g., circulation staff checking out laptops, 
systems staff making a repair, or librarians devising 
publicity or user instructions.)

What is clear is that laptop services are evolving. 
The question, however, is whether this is a library 
service or a computing service or a shared service 
between the two. The balance varies from institu-
tion to institution. Certainly, computing services 
has a strong responsibility for infrastructure and 
infrastructure support, but libraries’ roles relate to 
the distribution of content. As users’ ability to access 
information shifts with technology, laptops are one 
tool that facilitates access to and retrieval of informa-
tion resources.

As is typical in libraries, our focus is on laptop 
provision as a service, and we enter into it regard-
less of whether funding is secure or our plates are 
already full. We see a user need and we respond. 
As that need shifts, we will shift with it, funding 
services on a shoestring or a grant or a donation, ab-
sorbing workload and dealing with problems, and 
continuing our long-term commitment to service 
first.


