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Access to the Internet is a universal need but one that goes unmet for far too many Montanans 

due to lack of available or affordable Internet service. As the state continues to build broadband 

infrastructure, Montana State Library helps bridge access through a hot spot lending program. 

Originally established during the COVID-19 pandemic, the program continues to demonstrate 

high use among Montana library patrons.  

 

The Hot Spot Lending Program dashboard tracks and visualizes data regarding the program 

(see slides in appendix A). 

Hot Spot Program Summary 
• 92 libraries lend 973 hot spots across 53 counties.  

• Across the lifetime of the program, hot spots have provided 2.19M gigabytes (2.19 

petabytes) of data. 

• In the most recent Verizon and T-Mobile statement period (July 2023), library hot spots 

delivered 73,703 gigabytes of data,12% more than the same period in FY 2023. 

Urban-Rural Use 
• The U.S. Census Bureau delineates urban areas after each decennial census based on 

population density. Based on the Census definition, 21 participating public library 

locations qualify as urban while 52 locations qualify as rural. The remaining locations 

represent schools and academic libraries.  

• Rural hot spot lending libraries serve 223,352 Montanans with 383 hot spots. Patrons of 

these libraries use 4.092 GB data per capita. 

• Urban hot spot lending libraries serve 831,299 Montanans with 468 hot spots. Patrons of 

these libraries use 1.153 GB data per capita. 

Use Details 
• The State Library documents hot spot gigabyte data use by library and device each 

month using vendor statements.  

• The top five lending locations are Rosebud County Library, Missoula Public Library, Big 

Horn County Library, Mineral County Library, and Great Falls Public Library. 

Library Policies 
• Montana State Library surveyed all participating libraries to understand local policies 

regarding hot spot circulation. 

https://dataportal.mt.gov/t/MSL/views/MSL_HotSpotProgram/HotSpotUsage?%3Aembed_code_version=3&%3Aembed=y&%3AloadOrderID=0&%3Adisplay_spinner=no&%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3AshowVizHome=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link#1


 

2 
 

• 100% of responding libraries (75 out of 92) report that all hot spots use, including any 

commercial use, is done in accordance with library policy. As school and academic 

librarians return to the classroom, the State Library will collect responses from the 

remaining participants.  

• Examples of commercial use: 

o A local entrepreneur in Forsyth borrowed a hot spot to record a podcast on rural 

business and agriculture: Govenor Gianforte on business, entrepreneurship and 

agritourism - YouTube  

o A business in Havre borrowed a hot spot during a brief Internet outage to join an 

online meeting. 

o A coffee shop in Kalispell borrowed a hot spot to file taxes and design cup labels. 

• Library policies set rules regarding checkout length, renewals, and overdue fines that all 

patrons must follow. Some libraries additionally require patrons to sign a user agreement 

(see an example from White Fish Community Library in appendix B). Libraries can 

suspend the device through the service provider if use is not in compliance with library 

policy (i.e., when the device becomes overdue). Hot spots require patrons to enter a 

password to connect. 

• All libraries restrict use to a limited checkout period. 72% lend hot spots for two weeks. 

• 51% of libraries do not allow patrons to renew hot spot checkouts.  

• 74% of libraries do not charge overdue fines (not including replacement fees for 

unreturned, lost, or damaged devices). 

User Feedback 
• 48% of hot spot borrowers report using the device for work or school tasks such as 

completing homework, checking school information, searching for employment, or 

applying for jobs. Additional users report informal educational uses like researching a 

topic of interest or learning a new skill. 

• Most popularly, 52% of borrowers report using the device to “keep informed of current 

events.” 

• 70% of borrowers do not have household Internet access or rely on cellular data. 

• 95% of hot spot users report that they plan to borrow a hot spot from the library again. 

Montana Internet Access 
• According to the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 5-year estimates, 

66,099 Montana households do not have Internet access.  

• Some of the counties with the highest percent of households without Internet access 

demonstrate high hot spot use: 

o Roosevelt County – 32% of households do not have Internet. Roosevelt County 

Library (36,133 GB data use) and James E. Shanley Tribal Library (41,651 GB 

data use) lend hot spots.  

o Mineral County – 31% of households do not have Internet. Mineral County Public 

Library (119,182 GB data use) lends hot spots. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khg4K3Pgkug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khg4K3Pgkug
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o Big Horn County – 28% of households do not have Internet. Big Horn County 

Public Library (131,296 GB data use) and Little Big Horn College Library (41,287 

GB data use) lend hot spots. 

o Rosebud County – 26% of households do not have Internet. Rosebud County 

Library (154,516 GB data use) and Bicentennial Library of Colstrip (31,111 GB 

data use) lend hot spots. 

Future Research 
• As the program continues, Montana State Library plans to identify under-used devices 

and shift those devices strategically to areas with more need. MSL will also work with 

libraries to identify damaged or lost hot spots to update inventory lists. 

• Through this research, MSL will work to identify efficiencies in program management. 

• MSL will survey participants to assess ongoing community need and library interest in 

continuing this service. 
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Appendix A 

Dashboard Slides 
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Appendix B 

Whitefish Community Library Example User Agreement 

 


