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ROI study proves public libraries’ worth


Librarians have been saying for years that public libraries are a bargain. Now they have the numbers to prove it.


“We have the results of a remarkable “Taxpayer-Return-on-Investment (ROI) in Pennsylvania Public Libraries” study conducted by the University of North Carolina’s School of Information and Library Science,” said Glenn Miller, executive director of the Pennsylvania Library Association (PaLA).


“PaLA will be collaborating with Pennsylvania’s Office of Commonwealth Libraries, which commissioned the study, to spread the word that the 474 libraries (actually 630 when including satellites like branches and bookmobiles) serving nearly 

12 million Pennsylvanians provide a return on investment of $5.50 in benefits for every $1 of tax support. 


“That means a return of $55 for every $10 of local, state and federal taxes we invest in supporting our public libraries,” said Miller.


Taxpayers dedicate $249 million in tax dollars annually for public libraries in Pennsylvania. If public libraries did not exist, the economic loss would amount to 

$1.34 billion, according to the study. 


That potential loss is 5.5 times the $249 million Pennsylvanians currently dedicate annually to support public libraries at all levels.

The study revealed that during a year’s time, 51.6 percent of adults in Pennsylvania visited a public library and 13.2 percent used a remote connection to visit a public library.

Overall, Pennsylvania’s public libraries tallied 40.8 million in-person visits in the year previous to the study – 48.2 percent by adults, 39 percent by school-age children, 

8.4 percent by adults who brought children and 4.4 percent by tourists.
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Libraries are commonly misperceived as being used predominantly for recreation or entertainment. However, this survey reported a mere 24 percent of users report recreation as a sole purpose of library visits. 

Large numbers of library patrons used libraries to get information for work-related activities, to research personal or family issues, to study and do school work or just to stay current.

Public libraries also recorded 11.4 million visits by remote connection in the year previous to the study. The largest group of remote users, 44 percent, logged on to get information related to personal or family issues.

The study notes that those who use public libraries are pretty much evenly spread among age groups and income groups up to $150,000 per year. That dispels any notion that public libraries serve only a portion of our population. In fact, they’re important to all of us.

“Pennsylvania libraries are used extensively because the information and services they provide are found to be trustworthy, the best source available to users and convenient or easy to use,” the study reported.

It’s also important to note that at least half of both in-person and remote library visitors said they considered the information or services they obtained to be “absolutely essential.” In other words, users were getting something they couldn’t or didn’t want to do without – and couldn’t easily get anywhere else.

Public libraries enrich the lives of Pennsylvanians. What this study solidly demonstrates is that public libraries are not luxuries but necessities; that they are not superfluous in the age of the Internet, but rather are as essential as ever, if not more so; and that supporting public libraries with tax dollars is, in the long run, a good investment and more economical than budget cuts.

Just what we’ve been saying all along.

#  #  #

