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Executive summary
Measuring the value of library services has become an important part of
life in public libraries today as they struggle to receive adequate funding from
governments. The valuation process is not simple, mostly because the services
offered by libraries are not easily quantifiable. Researchers have attempted to use
three main forms of valuation: contingency valuation, return on investment, and
economic impact studies. Of the three, the return on investment studies seem to
be the most beneficial, and have been used effectively when advocating for
additional funding. Economic values, however, only provide a partial indication
of the benefits of the library system, and new forms of measures will have to be
found to better reflect the true value of libraries. There are many opportunities
within the province for the library to align their services with government
initiatives, and to more effectively convince politicians of the library’s value to
the province. Because the valuation process is complex, multifaceted, and
changing, Nova Scotia libraries should consider hiring a professional to oversee
the valuation process, and disseminating the results. This person’s role should
also include some responsibility for finding opportunities to align library
services with government initiatives, and to make suitable connections within
the broader community to help build support for the libraries. Creating a sense
of value within the community will help increase the sense of value of libraries,
and that, in turn, will help generate increased measure of value. Such measures
could prove beneficial in the library’s requests for suitable funding in the future.
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Why measure library services?
In recent years there has been an increased need for libraries, especially
public libraries, to undertake the difficult task of measuring their services to
justify the public monies they spend. Accountability and evidence-based practice are
current trends in both the public and private sector. Funding is often tied to clear
indication of financial need and prior effective use of funds allocated. Public
libraries in Nova Scotia, like most around the world, receive the great majority of
their funding from governments, and politicians and senior bureaucrats prefer
the language of business and economics. Since library boards must convince
politicians of their need for increased funding, it is imperative that they learn to
speak in a language and use terms that will be most easily understood. To that
end more and more librarians, library boards, and library supporters have
undertaken the task of trying to measure the value of the services offered using
economic models.
Measuring the value of library services provides additional benefits as
well as being a marketing tool. Librarians can analyse the results to look for areas
of strength or weakness to improve their services and help better align their
offering to the needs of their patrons. Measured outcomes can indicate
appropriate target figures for future programming and serve to indicate whether
the library staff members are meeting the library’s goals and objectives. And of
course, measuring library services can provide us the opportunity to blow our
own horn and celebrate our successes.
The Nova Scotia provincial library has a strategic plan which includes
several impetuses for the valuing of their library services. Among their list of key
indicators of success are:
•
•
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essential library benchmarking in place for developing, implementing and
measuring public library services;
fiscal responsibility in maintaining and managing division budget and
making cases for increased allocation as appropriate (Nova Scotia
Provincial Library, 2008).

September 2009

p. 3

Measuring the value of public libraries: An outline for Nova Scotia

What are the challenges?
There are clear benefits to measuring library services, especially in our
current climate of economic recession where public funds are tight, and many
governments are going into deficit for the first time in years. Yet despite the
growing urgency in this field and the growing number of studies that have been
undertaken to address the issue, measuring the value of library services remains
an elusive and challenging task (Kaufman & Watstein 2008). Worth Their Weight,
a recent study into measuring the value of library services, describes the
methodologies used in seventeen recent studies, and no two are conducted in the
same manner or using exactly the same measures (Imholz, 2007) There are
several factors which make the valuation process difficult to undertake.

Complexity of valuation
Immeasurable values
As many library users would attest, the true value of a library system does
not lie in the number of books on the shelf or the number of Internet users who
visit each day. The true value of libraries is their ability to foster learning,
encourage literacy, help people through life changes, and provide answers to
challenging problems. None of these are easily measured in a quantifiable way.
We are able to approximate a dollar value on library holdings, and count the
number of times items circulate, but those measures do not necessarily give us a
true indication of value. The value of most library materials is not in the book’s
cover price or the number of times it circulates. The value, many would argue,
resides in the ideas contained within book’s pages, and potential new ideas they
generate. How does one measure the value of potential ideas? Such intangibles
cannot even be counted let alone valued.
Patrons come to libraries for help when making major changes in their
lives. The library services might help someone make a career transition and find
a new job. What value can be assigned to such a service? For the patron in
question the value might be an increased salary for years to come, a reduction in
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stress and mental stability. Some of those benefits are tangible and measurable,
but not all of them. What about the possible benefits to that patron’s family or
society at large? It is unlikely that such benefits can be measured and captured.
Libraries encourage early literacy and help students through their school
assignments. What value can be placed on a child’s increased success at school?
We know that society and politicians consider the value of education highly, but
exactly how highly? Our society places great emotional value on such a service,
and the child’s family will benefit from his or her better job prospects in the
future, but that does not mean that the benefits are in any way measurable, at
least not in a way in which all parties will agree. Furthermore, calculating the
public library’s impact of a child’s success in school is also not a simple exercise
to undertake.
Subjective versus objective measures
Analysing the benefits provided by public library systems, it becomes
evident that most of the valuations are subjective, and are, therefore, often less
than convincing. What some people might see as a benefit might not appear
beneficial to others. There are members of our society who do not use public
library services, and who do not understand the value of public libraries to
society at large. These people will not be easily convinced that public money
spent on books, DVDs, and magazines is as important as money spent on, say,
crime prevention, fire services, and other aspects of our community
infrastructure. According to the provincial library’s most recent report, only 26%
of Nova Scotians currently hold a library card (Government of Nova Scotia
Provincial Library, 2009). If 74% of the province’s population are not regularly
using the library’s services they will have a different idea of the value of library
services than the much smaller percentage of provincial library patrons.
Potential misuse of statistics
It is possible for some measures to be misleading or to have the potential
to misdirect library services. For example, most library valuation studies that
have been undertaken so far place a value on book circulation. The more books a
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library holds and the more times those books circulate the greater the library’s
value to its community. If high circulation figures alone are considered to
indicate the value of a library, might that not lead libraries to overly stock
popular materials that move quickly simply to boost circulation statistics? We
want to create a library system with strong and diverse holdings that represent a
wide range of interests. Not all such materials will circulate frequently, but they
certainly have value. If too much onus is put on circulation figures alone is there
not the potential for our shelves to be filled with mangas, popular bestsellers and
the like to the detriment of other areas of the collection?
Costs
There are further difficulties in measuring the value of library services. Libraries
are complex entities offering a wide array of services. To accurately count and
measure everything that one individual library branch carries out can be a very
time consuming and costly venture. By one estimation, the cost of performing a
cost-benefit analysis of even one small branch can be in the range of $15,000, and
detailed studies of larger branches would cost significantly more (Elliott, Holt,
Hayden & Holt, 2007, p. 32). A full scale economic impact study, which takes into
account many more measures than a cost-benefit analysis, and would include
every branch within the province, would likely run well over $100, 000 as a
conservative estimate. Such studies are usually undertaken by a team of
consultants over a period of many months. As Peter Brophy points out,
It is vital to recognize that measuring [library] performance is an
expensive business and that it is essentially non-productive. There is no
direct benefit to the user from the effort that goes into the collection of
library statistics, the undertaking of surveys and the analysis of collected
data. The only benefits accrue later when management takes action based
on the conclusions reached (2006, p. 9).

Diversity of libraries
Another difficulty is the fact that there is not one standardised way of
carrying out a valuation project. Each must be geared to the specific collection,
services, location, and political reality of the library in question. With so many
variables each study must start afresh and cannot simply rely on the figures or

G. Allen

September 2009

p. 6

Measuring the value of public libraries: An outline for Nova Scotia

methodology of the studies that have come before. Previous studies may provide
guidance in framing new studies, but their findings cannot simply be overlaid
onto the statistics of a different region. Different jurisdictions use different
economic impact multipliers. Each library is unique. All effective studies must
start fresh, and develop a system that will work for the particular collections and
regions represented.

What are the different forms of value measures?
Libraries have been collecting large quantities of data for years.
Circulation statistics, the number of users, program participation, and many
other like figures tend to be recorded daily, weekly, monthly, and annually. Such
raw data may be used as the basis of some measures of value, but do not provide
a measure of value per se. To calculate the value of library services researchers
have relied on three main forms of valuation: contingency valuation, return of
investment also known as cost benefit analysis, and economic impact analysis. Each of
these has its own set of benefits and drawbacks.

Contingency valuation
Contingency valuation is the least used of the three forms of valuation,
and is the most subjective in nature. Contingency valuation is based on having
library users estimate the value of the library services for themselves, and what
they would be willing to pay for these services if they were not provided through
the public library system. This form of valuation requires the researchers to
interview or survey library patrons, and tabulate the findings. The vast majority
of responses are purely hypothetical and based on the thoughts of targeted users,
not necessarily experts in the field. The results, therefore, are highly subjective,
and rarely take into account the opinions of non-users.
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In 2001 the state of Florida undertook an economic impact study that
relied heavily on contingency valuation. Some of the questions asked of their
respondents include:
•
•
•

How many books do you think this library system owns?
How much money do you think this library spends annually for each man,
woman and child it serves?
Your local government is responsible for many services; for example, waste
disposal, parks and recreation, storm water management, regulatory agencies,
fire and police protection, schools and roads. In your opinion, what is the
economic impact of libraries in your community compared to some of these
other services? (McClure, Fraser, Nelson & Robbins, 2001, p. 133-134)

Return on investment
Return on investment (ROI) studies, sometimes referred to as cost-benefit
analyses are the most commonly used form of valuation, and seem to provide the
most convincing results. ROI studies look at the total amount of money put into
the system and compare that to a calculated output of services. Those designing
a ROI study must be careful that the value they assign to library services are
convincing, and that is not always an easy task. There are several good manuals
or how-to guides for those interested in performing such studies (see resource
list) which can help guide the study process. Further ideas on measuring ROI
may be gleaned from reading the various studies that have been published
already (see Imholtz & Arns for a summary).
An ROI study may be quite time consuming, and difficult to undertake.
The guidebooks listed on the resource page all run between two and five
hundred pages to describe the methods, factors, and concerns of implementing
an ROI study. There is no quick and easy way to perform such studies, and the
high costs associated with them have been already mentioned earlier in this
report (p. 6).
On the other hand, ROI studies seem to be the most effective of the three
types of studies. The findings can be much more concrete and convincing than
contingency valuation studies. ROI studies, though complex on their own, are
significantly smaller and easier to undertake than a full-scale economic impact
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study, which takes into account many additional valuation factors. An advantage
to the ROI study is that it can be designed to examine a single branch, a region,
or the entire province as deemed suitable.
Almost every valuation study published so far seems to include an
element of ROI in the findings. The findings from previous studies have shown
that libraries typically return about $4 worth of services for every $1 invested.
This figure is significant, and can be used to the library’s benefit when lobbying
for additional funds since it is evident that funds are used prudently.

Economic impact
The third and final form of valuation study discussed here is the economic
impact analysis. Such studies usually begin with the measures and values used
in a ROI study, but incorporate many other figures as well to come up with a
picture of the library or library system’s impact on the regional economy in
general. The studies look at both the direct impact of services offered, but
indirect benefits such as the effects of library staff spending their wages locally,
and the trickledown effect that spending may have. To calculate the economic
impact researchers rely on local “economic impact multipliers,” mathematical
formulae which are specific to regions and the types of spending that may take
place. Because the multipliers are specific to a region the studies are only
applicable to that one region.
There have been several economic impact analyses performed on library
systems, three of which are discussed in some detail below. Despite the attempts
of those who have undertaken the studies, they are generally not well suited to
measure library services. Economic impact studies are particularly effective for
events or organisations which draw additional resources into a local economy
from outside the area. Large tourism events such as the Tall Ships Nova Scotia
Festival or Cape Breton’s Celtic Colours event are well suited to the economic
impact analysis since they bring in tourist money from around the world to add
to the local economy. Few public libraries anywhere in the world have such a
draw. Certainly Nova Scotia’s libraries are a convenience to some tourists while
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they are here, but they do not tend to attract crowds on their own to make a
significant impact on the local economy. Public libraries instead spend locally
raised money (mainly tax dollars and donations) for local residents to better their
quality of life. Since, for the most part, local money is recycled locally without
adding external value the ROI study is better suited to valuing library services in
that it can illustrate just how effectively those dollars are spent.
Finally, it should be pointed out that economic impact analyses are
significantly larger in scale than ROI studies, and therefore, would cost
significantly more money to undertake. Economic impact studies are generally
produced by consulting firms rather than individuals. Unfortunately these firms
and the libraries that have undertaken such studies tend not to divulge the full
costs.

How might these measures be applied in Nova Scotia?
Contingency valuation
Contingency valuation is too speculative a form of valuation to be used
effectively. A proper study is labour intensive since it requires that individuals
be surveyed in detail, and the results then tabulated. Given the hypothetical
nature of the questions and the ease of allowing bias to come into the study, a
contingency valuation would be of questionable value. They would not likely
make a convincing case for most politicians, certainly not sceptical ones.

Return on investment
A return on investment study could be successfully undertaken in the
province. While a ROI study for the entire provincial system might be an onerous
and costly venture, it would be feasible to perform a study of selected branches.
The data from such local studies could be used as convincing examples of the
province. The individual branches chosen should be medium to small sized so
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that the data set is not too large. The work could potentially be carried out by the
branch staff provided they have the time, guidance, and interest in the project. If
carried out internally, such a project would likely require that the current staff
members’ duties be lightened and tasks redistributed to other staff members to
accommodate the work on the study. The staff involved in the study would
require training, and time to meet across regions to work together effectively on
the study. If a sample were to be taken of the province it is recommended that at
least one branch from each region be selected to provide an overall picture of the
province. A study of select branches across the province would allow the
researches to focus on the particular strengths of each branch, and draw out
these findings in the final report.
Another possibility with a ROI study would be to limit the scope of the
study to an aspect of library services, or a small number of services, that could be
studied at all branches province-wide. Because of the many variables involved,
any future study should be carefully planned out before the data collection
began. The various processes suggested in the recommended manuals will offer
some guidance for the prospective study. It is also advisable to examine the
approach taken in some of the economic impact studies that are published
already. In the South Carolina economic impact study discussed below, for
example, the authors chose to separate out business materials and services from
the rest of their holdings. The business community is important to politicians,
and the authors clearly wished to illustrate the ROI for this sector separately
because it might be compelling for their audience. The Wisconsin economic
impact study, on the other hand, does not separate their business holdings from
the rest, but examines the ROI of adult materials separately from children’s
materials. This latter division might be more suitable in Nova Scotia for two
reasons:
•

the statistics currently held by the Nova Scotia provincial library system
already has separate lines for adult and children’s materials, where it does
not have separate statistics for business materials;
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•

the Nova Scotia library system falls under the jurisdiction of the
Department of Education, a department already focused on services to
children and youth to a large extent.

The process of designing a ROI study should be carefully undertaken to
examine more than just the strengths of the different libraries, and the ease of
collecting statistics. The concerns of the various major library funders should also
be considered. An investigation in to the services for youth and children would
appeal to the provincial government particularly since education is a provincial
affair. Nova Scotia libraries, however, also receive funding from municipal
governments, and should make an effort to tie the value of their services to
municipal priorities as well.

Economic impact
Economic impact studies can be very useful in providing ideas and
guidelines for the valuation process as illustrated in the examples above. They
also have severe limitations, and are, unfortunately, rarely convincing as a
whole. The authors of economic impact studies try to capture every aspect of the
economy of libraries, but in so doing they stretch credibility. The true value of
public libraries does not lie in their economic impact on the community, and by
overly focusing on this one aspect of their output, the studies are vulnerable to
attack. Close scrutiny of economic impact studies reveals many holes in the
methodologies, and those holes undermine the entire work. The studies
nevertheless provide useful ideas for further investigation.
There have been a large number of economic impact studies undertaken
in the last few years, mostly in the United States. The major studies have been
analysed, compared, and discussed in the Americans for Libraries Council’s
publication Worth Their Weight. This document is subtitled An Assessment of the
Evolving Field of Library Valuation, and provides a good introduction to the
valuation process, and may be freely downloaded from
http://www.actforlibraries.org/new_site/pdf/WorthTheirWeight.pdf.
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Worth Their Weight offers a good overview of library valuation, but
turning to a close reading of the actual studies themselves can be much more
enlightening. For the sake of this present study, three recent economic impact
studies were chosen for examination. The Economic Impact of Public Libraries in
South Carolina from 2005 is a state-wide study that is frequently cited in other
valuation literature. Value of Money: Southwestern Ohio’s Return from Investment in
Public Libraries is a study from a smaller geographic region with a demography
similar to Nova Scotia’s. The Economic Contribution of Wisconsin Public Libraries to
the Economy of Wisconsin is one of the most recently published studies.
Each economic impact study uses a different set of formulae to prescribe a
value to their holdings and services, and each examines a different range of
services. The following sections illustrate the differences between these three
major economic impact studies. Each is described briefly along with the values
measured. The information from each study on measuring the value of
circulating books will serve as an example of the different approaches taken.
South Carolina:
The Economic Impact of Public Libraries in South Carolina. (Barron, Williams, Bajjay,
Arns and Wilson, 2005).
This study includes an economic impact evaluation based on library statistics,
and findings from user opinion surveys. Almost half of the report’s sixty pages is
taken up with direct quotations from various users based on the survey results.
The economic impact findings are summed up neatly in the following list:
1. The direct economic impact of all SC public library expenditures is $80 million.
2. The existence of SC public libraries brings to the state (from federal and private
sources) almost $5 million each year that it would not otherwise have.
3. The value of the loans and use of books, videos, cassettes, CDs, newspapers,
magazines, etc. to users each year is approximately $102 million.
4. The value of reference services to users in SC each year is approximately $26
million.
5. The total direct economic impact of SC public libraries is estimated at $222
million, while the actual cost of these services to the state and local governments
is only $77.5 million. This means that for every $1 spent by state and local
governments on SC public libraries the return on investment is $2.86.
6. The indirect economic impact of SC public library expenditures (wages, supplies,
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books and related materials, construction, etc.) on the state’s economy is almost
$126 million. This means that for every $1 expended by SC public libraries, the
state receives $1.62 of indirect economic impact.
7. The total direct and indirect return on investment for every $1 expended on the
state’s public libraries by SC state and local governments is $4.48—almost 350%!
(pp. 4-5)

When it comes to valuing the books in the library system, the study’s designers
consider books to be worth roughly half of their cover value to library users. The
average price of books (2001) was $10, so each book is given a value of $5. Their
cumulative value is calculated as (total circulation of adult materials + total
circulation of juvenile materials) x $5, resulting in a value of over $64 million (p.
58). The South Carolina study uses separate circulation figures for adult and
juvenile materials, but then combines them into one valuation (p. 58).
Southwestern Ohio:
Value of Money: Southwestern Ohio’s Return from Investment in Public Libraries.
(Levin, Driscol & Fletcher, 2006).
This study is divided into three main sections: measuring the economic
value of library services, qualitative benefits of libraries, and use of library
meeting rooms. Unlike the South Carolina study, little space is given to user
opinions, and a great deal more space is devoted to explaining the findings and
methodologies used to non-specialists. The economic impact aspect of the report
is summed up thus:
The analysis showed that the libraries’ cumulative expenditure of about
$74 million returned an estimated $190 million in direct economic
benefits. These benefits primarily represent the value of services received
by library patrons from the use of library books, films, music, reference
material, and electronic databases. Benefits also included the estimated
value received when librarians answered reference questions. They also
included the value obtained from the use of library computers and
meeting rooms and value obtained from computer training programs,
tutoring, and test proctoring, provided by the libraries. In this way, the
analysis quantified a return of $2.56 for each dollar invested in library
operations. Application of a standard economic multiplier of household
expenditures, as published by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S.
Department of Commerce, raised the quantifiable economic benefit from
library expenditures to $283.6 million or $3.81 for each dollar expended
by the Southwest Ohio public libraries (p. 38).
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In valuing the library’s book holdings this study uses a similar valuation
process to the South Carolina study, assigning an average acquisition cost of
$9.59 per book with a 50% discount in value for used materials. Total economic
benefit from books = number of books borrowed x ($9.59 – 50%), resulting in a
value of $58 million in 2005 (p. 9). This study lumps all circulating print materials
together, and provides the value of the whole.
Wisconsin:
The Economic Contribution of Wisconsin Public Libraries to the Economy of Wisconsin.
(Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2008).
This study is divided into five major sections: the value of library
spending (salaries and infrastructure costs), the value of library services, the ROI
on library services, public perceptions of library services, and a SWOT analysis
on the value of library services in a knowledge economy. Some significant
findings include:
Direct Economic Contribution, Fiscal Year 2006
Library Operations $ 114,618,459
Staff Spending
$ 197,404,830
Visitor Spending
$ 14,604,543
Total Contribution $ 326,627,832 (p. 7)
Summary Table: The Economic Value of Public Library Services
2006 Circulation or Attendance
Economic Value
Children’s materials 20,836,885
$91,682,294
Adult Materials 37,243,815
$272,997,164
Reference Transactions 4,760,201
$27,609,166
Computer/Internet Access 7,123,690 $28,494,760
Children’s Programs 1,471,411
$5,885,644
Adult Programs 207,551
$1,245,306
Total Economic Value
$427,914,334 (p. 8)
The Return on Investment of Public Library Services in 2006
Total Economic Contribution of Public Libraries
$753,699,545
Wisconsin Population Served by Public Libraries $5,617,744
Economic Contribution Per Capita
$134.16
Public Tax Support Per Capita
$33.07
Dollar Annual Return Per Dollar of Public Tax Support $4.06 (p. 9).

In valuing the book holdings of the library system this study uses the
resale value of print material as reported in Bowker’s Books in Print as the basis
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for their worth, but discounts those figures by 80% to derive the market resale
price of the materials. Their final valuation is Circulation of materials x (Average
value – 80%). They also separate children’s materials from adult materials, and
assign a different average value to each: $4.40 for children’s books, $7.33 for
adult books (p. 66). The Wisconsin study also differs from the other two by
lumping together the circulation of all materials (books, DVD, CDs, etc.) in this
one calculation rather than separating out the different materials and deriving
separate base values for each.
Book circulation values in the studies:
Each of the three studies above comes up with a valuation of circulating
books, but the usefulness of the material varies from study to study. All three
produce a dollar figure based on the circulation of print materials. The Ohio
study provides the most succinct valuation, by amalgamating both adult and
children’s materials into one value. The Wisconsin study probably provides the
most useful since the figures clearly show the use and a value for children’s
materials. Data divided in this way can be used to give an overall value for
circulation, but also can be used as evidence of the educational value of the
libraries. This approach allows more of an opportunity to pinpoint specific
benefits of the library, and greater flexibility of argument when applying for
additional funding.
Challenges with economic impact studies:
The various approaches used in these three studies raise a few questions.
What are library materials really worth – 50% of their cover cost, or 20% of their
resale value? Is either figure accurate? Anyone who has tried to sell used books,
especially a large number of books at one time knows that it is very difficult to
get any money at all for the items, certainly nothing like 50% of their cover value.
Also, does the cover price of a book in any way reflect the value of its contents to
the reader, and how might that be measured? These sorts of questions muddy
the water and start bringing the validity of the studies into doubt.
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There does seem to be some general consistency in the valuation of
circulated materials even if the valuation is not entirely convincing. There is less
consistency in other areas of library services, and some of these measures can be
wholly unconvincing. The Wisconsin study, for example, attempts to give a
value to the community use of the library computers. To do so, they rely on two
figures: the calculated total hours of computer use in all branches (2 million
hours), and the estimated hourly rate of a computer rental at a local Kinko’s copy
shop ($10-12 per hour). Using the lower dollar figure, the study comes up with a
total value of $20 million for this service. This valuation, however, seems quite
questionable. If library patrons were paying $10 per hour for the services, would
they still be using as much computer time? Surely not. There would be a lot less
time wasting and general Internet surfing at the libraries if they were charging
for the service. The total number of computer use hours would drop
significantly, and so too would the value of these services. The valuation,
therefore, is speculative at best, and leaves the reader wondering how much in
the study is credible.
In trying to be as inclusive as possible economic impact studies take into
account all library expenditures. Each of the three studies provides a value for
the wages paid to library staff, and the trickledown effect that money has in the
local community. The value of this economic impact, however, might not be
convincing argued to a politician. Libraries are predominantly funded with local
wages that will be spent locally. The same is true for many other government
employees such as teachers, road workers, or civil servants. That same money
paid to any other worker in the province would have the same economic benefits
and same trickle down effect. Theoretically it makes no economic difference
whether the money goes to a teacher, road worker, or librarian. For this
valuation to be meaningfully applied to libraries, the libraries must show that
they use the same money more effectively, that the ROI of money spent in the
library system is greater than in other sectors.
Once a savvy reader begins to discover weaknesses in a report, the entire
study begins to lose credibility. It is imperative that economic impact reports be
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as convincing as possible. Chinks will always be found no matter how well
constructed the armour. Furthermore, there is little evidence that economic
impact studies have made a significant improvement to the funding of libraries
that have undertaken them. Although economic impact analyses clearly have
some beneficial aspects, they are also fraught with difficulties. There is little
rationale for carrying out such a high priced study in Nova Scotia given the
inherent weaknesses. Nova Scotia’s library system simply does not have the
funds to carry out work of such questionable value. It should also be pointed out
that the Ohio study cited above covers a region of libraries that has a
demography roughly comparable to Nova Scotia’s. Their study included one
main urban centre with several rural libraries and a total population of 1.5
million people. In 2005 the Southwest Ohio library board reported an annual
budget of almost $75 million compared to the $22 million available to Nova
Scotia libraries that same year. The Ohio community is 50% larger than Nova
Scotia’s, but their budget is more than 300% larger. Given the tighter financial
situation in Nova Scotia, a costly economic impact study would not be
recommended.

Demonstrating value to the community
A focused process
Despite the inherent difficulty of measuring library values, the Nova
Scotia libraries should be encouraged to make a greater effort to effectively
measure the value of their services. None of the types of valuations above paint a
complete picture on their own. They can, however, be effectively used as part of
a marketing or fund raising plan to demonstrate the library’s benefit to the
community. The key to a successful plan is in clearly articulating the library’s
value to the community. Overwhelming the reader with complex mathematical
formulae and hypothetical arguments is not an effective strategy. Measures,
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therefore, should be carefully selected for their effectiveness, and only a few
values chosen to illustrate the whole.
The Library’s Contribution to Your Community: A Resource Manual (Southern
Ontario Library Service & dmA Planning, 2007) is a useful resource in helping
libraries effectively plan to demonstrate their contribution to the community. It
offers the following list of necessary steps in developing a strategy:
•

Profile the community – select key indicators that best align with your
community needs;

•

Service Goals/Benefits – analyse how the library’s services help or might
potentially help meet those needs;

•

Action Plan – select key indicators of library value and prepare a method
of measuring results;

•

Implementation – undertake study;

•

Performance/Benefit Measures – carefully collect data on value of selected
services;

•

Communication – clearly articulate the success the library has made, and
target your message to its intended audience (pp. 11-12).

It is important to note that libraries using this model do not have to measure all
resources and services to the community. They are, rather, carefully selecting a
few key measures and using them as part of an effective marketing plan.

Targeting political leaders
Since the majority of library funding comes from governments it is
important that the marketing strategy be clearly framed for this audience. In 2008
the Online Computer Library Centre (OCLC) published their report From
Awareness to Funding: A Study of Library Support in America. The report analyses
public perceptions of the library, and how best to win public support for
increased funding. The report offers particular advice from politicians on gaining
support:
•

Stress the library’s ROI to the community – these will change with
location and over time;
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•

Build strategic partnerships – libraries can increase their importance in the
community by aligning themselves with other initiatives;

•

Be proactive – build a support group of lobbyists;

•

Engage voters in the campaign – politicians will be more inclined to
support libraries if their constituents demand it;

•

Stress the broad appeal of the library – libraries are for all people, and can
garner wide, non-partisan support (p. 142).

Once again we see that measuring the library’s value is actually only a small part
of a larger strategy of effectively marketing the library system. A truly effective
marketing policy will have to include much more than measured values alone.

Specific recommendations
Using the framework recommended in the OCLC report above, the
following section provides a variety of ways Nova Scotia libraries might
effectively demonstrate their value to local politicians. The recommendations are
designed to help the library in reaching their strategic goals as outlined in their
strategic plan. By following the suggestions outlined below several of the
library’s goals could potentially be met, including:
•
•
•
•

aligning library services with government initiatives;
working with stakeholders to achieve funding for sustained growth and
innovation in libraries;
essential library benchmarking in place for developing, implementing and
measuring public library services;
fiscal responsibility in maintaining and managing division budget and
making cases for increased allocation as appropriate (Nova Scotia
Provincial Library, 2008).

Stress the library’s ROI to the community
There are a variety of ways that a library may benefit its community and
these will change over time and vary from place to place. The Nova Scotia library
system should target a few select indicators of their importance of the
community, and measure these values regularly in order to indicate progress
towards achievement of strategic goals. Small valuation studies could be
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undertaken at various branches around the province, and the results aggregated
to provide an overall image of the system. The services selected should represent
the specific strengths of the various branches or regions. The data should also
reflect the broad spectrum of services offered through the library system.
•

Services to children and youth – broad popular appeal, connects with
educational and literacy initiatives, can be easily identified as community
building for the future;

•

Genealogical tourism – a popular service that allows the library to make a
connection with provincial tourism initiatives;

•

Community use of space – measure for time, number of uses, and income
generated, particularly in the Halifax branches;

•

Internet use – large volume of statistics already available for analysis, and
shows libraries as more forward thinking than would counting print
materials alone;

•

Personal support – allows for individual anecdotal records and qualitative
measures in library’s area of strength;

•

Volunteer collection – library materials that are part of a recent (August
2009) government initiative to increase volunteerism in the province and
build community. Materials related to the program all branded and
identified in the system for easy identification;

•

Conserve NS resources – another government initiative that can easily be
tracked in the library system. Surveying users of these materials could
find energy savings fostered through the program and provide measures
related to energy conservation in the province;

Different aspects of the library system’s value could be studied at different
branches in Nova Scotia according to the suitability of the study to the branch, or
the interests of the librarians who might undertake the studies.
Build strategic partnerships
Generally politicians are reluctant to increase taxes for most services.
Library services generally stand low on the list of priorities in Nova Scotia
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compared to schools, police, and health services, for example. If Nova Scotia
libraries align themselves with other services and initiatives they stand a better
chance of raising their profile, gaining additional funding. The two last bullets in
the list above are all good examples of partnerships between the library and the
government. More partnerships of this sort should be encouraged. The materials,
resources, and services employed as a result of these partnerships should all be
measured, recorded, and analysed thoroughly to demonstrate the ROI both
quantitatively and qualitatively.
Another likely partnership lies with the Nova Scotia Cultural Action
Network (NSCAN). NSCAN’s recent report, Building the Creative Economy in
Nova Scotia, outlines a plan of action to help build the province’s economy in the
future. The report’s authors continually cite the need to build an affordable
infrastructure to support creativity, foster research, and provide space for
collaboration and presentation. All these services exist within the library already.
Increased government spending on the creative economy could also be increased
spending on the public library system. The government gets double the bang for
its buck, as it were.
A partnership with an organisation such as NSCAN might also allow the
library to apply for funding from other government organisations. The Federal
government’s Atlantic Canada Opportunities agency (ACOA), for example, has a
mandate to work with business and communities to make Atlantic Canada's
economy more innovative, productive and competitive. Among their programs
is the “Innovative Communities Fund” with money specifically allocated for
community building initiatives. The criteria for successful applications for
funding include the stipulations that projects:
•
•
•
•
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be compatible with the overall objectives of the program and clearly
demonstrate linkages and partnerships within the community;
be beneficial to the economic development of a community;
be consistent with economic development plans/objectives that address
challenges and opportunities of a community;
lead to sustainable and viable economic activity (ACOA, 2009).
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A partnership with NSCAN fulfils these requirements, and could be used to
strengthen an application for funds from ACOA.
Proactive strategies
Libraries are not likely to gain additional funding without making a
concerted effort to champion their own cause. As a government funded
institution, however, the library cannot lobby for itself. There are other ways of
being proactive. The library should investigate new ways of valuing its services,
and should seek out prominent members of the community to advocate for them.
As we have seen earlier in this study, traditional methods of valuation do
not work well for public libraries. In recent year there has, however, been a push
towards new forms of valuation that would be more suitable to a public library
system. Economic valuations focus on the financial bottom line alone. New forms
of valuation are being developed that measure other important factors of an
organisation such as its environmental impact, social impact, or both. Social
return on investment (SROI) is a process that seeks to measure an organisation’s
social value. Triple bottom line theories seek to balance the economic, social, and
environmental aspects of an organisation. At this time, both forms of measure
are in their early stages of development. Although the ideas have been around
for several years, there is yet no clear or precise ways of evaluating or applying
the measures. They tend to rely heavily on qualifiable measures since, as we’ve
seen, most of the relevant benefits in these areas are not easily quantified. There
is opportunity for more study in this area to see if these newer forms of measures
can be effectively applied to the library sector.
Aligning with major government initiatives
Governments recognise that the economic bottom line cannot always be
the deciding factor when trying to build a sustainable economy. They are
becoming increasingly aware of the need to take into account environmental and
social measures as well. The government of Nova Scotia has put in place an
Environmental Goals and Sustainable Prosperity Act which outlines goals that are to
be enacted by the year 2010. Libraries are very well poised to take advantage of
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this initiative, and should strive to demonstrate their value in a sustainable
economy. In its document, Opportunities for Sustainable Prosperity, the government
outlines the five capital areas of investment for the future: economic, built,
natural, human, and social (Government of Nova Scotia, 2009, p. 5). Public
libraries, with their shared resources and open spaces, effective use of
government funds, and promotion of public learning are ideally situated to be a
major component of the government’s sustainability measures. At the current
time libraries are not even mentioned in the sustainability documents. Some
action must be taken to correct this oversight.
Speaking out
The library should consider the idea of assigning the various aspects of
valuing and marketing services to one employee or consultant. There is a
significant amount of work to be done in this area, and it would be wise to have
one person responsible for overseeing all aspects of the process. A strategic
staffing plan might include the goal of hiring an MLIS/MPA or MLIS/MBA
graduate to perform these functions. Furthermore, this staff member should have
professional development opportunities to hone their skills for this role, and
keep abreast of future innovation in the area of valuation.
The library system also needs to engage prominent members of the
community to speak out on their behalf. The Alberta public library system
recently (April 2009) received a 39 per cent boost in government support worth
$9 million next year. The additional funding came as a result of a task force led
by two members of the Alberta legislature. Nova Scotia has a relatively new
provincial government which will be eager to build community trust and
support. An effort should be made as soon as possible to connect with one or two
sympathetic MLAs to help champion the library cause.
Engage voters in the campaign
Politicians are more likely to support library funding if their constituents
demand it. The Nova Scotia library system should consider the idea of
developing an expanded advertising campaign. Actively promoting their
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services would broaden their appeal and position them more noticeably in the
public eye. Such measures are also in keeping with the library’s strategic goal of
developing a province-wide promotion plan.
Recently, the Alberta libraries undertook a new advertising campaign.
Their short, humorous advertisements air on radio, television, the Internet, and
have even gained attention in the Youtube community. The advertisements can
be heard or viewed at the Alberta library website:
http://www.thealbertalibrary.ab.ca/toolkit.html. It may be possible to work in
partnership with the Alberta libraries to rebrand these materials for a Nova
Scotian audience at a significantly lower cost than producing new materials.
The majority of promotional material currently available from the Nova
Scotia libraries is aimed at current library users. An effort should be made to
expand awareness outside of these parameters. Since much of a library’s value is
a perceived value, it is important to build a sense of value within the community.
The potential increase in library use that should accompany increased visibility
will also be a boost the library’s value.
Stress the broad appeal of the library
Libraries are for the people; all people. By investing in libraries,
governments are able to support a wide variety of needs without offending any
one particular group. The library should make an effort to explain the services it
provides to various sectors of society. Businesses, cultural organisations,
individuals, tourists, educators, other government departments all benefit from
the library services. Seeking out representatives from these various groups, or
testimonies from them, would help to illustrate the broad appeal of the public
library system. This evidence could be used as part of a marketing package.

Conclusion
The Nova Scotia libraries or their advocates, the Library Boards Association of
Nova Scotia, should undertake the use measurements as a part of an effective
marketing strategy. There is a great deal of work to be done in this area. The
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work is multi-faceted, complex, and requires a wide range of different skills. It
would be highly advisable that one person be assigned the role of overseeing the
valuation process, bringing the composite pieces together, and disseminating the
material in a targeted manner. This job could also include the opportunity to
investigate some of the new forms of valuation that are being introduced and
tried in other sectors of society, and to investigate the feasibility of applying
these measures to the library. This person’s role should also include some
responsibility for finding opportunities to align library services with government
initiatives, and to make suitable connections within the broader community to
help build support for the libraries. Creating a sense of value within the
community will help increase the value of libraries, and that, in turn, will help
generate increased measures of value. Such measures could prove beneficial in
the library’s requests for suitable funding in the future.
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