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Review of IMLS public library figures from
2010 to 2024

* 2024 has the highest number of library facilities
09,046 Central Libraries
o 7,769 Branch Libraries
o 765 Mobile libraries
o TOTAL 17,580

e 2024 has the highest number of library staff
0 34,382 librarians with master’s degrees
0 53,058 other qualified library staff
094,151 other library staff
o TOTAL 147,289 employed staff



In 2024 public libraries received nearly $S18bn:
the highest ever levels of funding for operations
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In 2024 public libraries received a further
S1.6bn of income for capital works
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2024 : Sources of public library funding
(operations plus capital)

e Total : S19.5bn

 Local funding  $16.2bn (83.0%)
e State funds S1.3bn (6.8%)
* Federal funds  $0.4bn (1.9%)
* Other income  $1.6bn (8.3%)




State and federal funding of public libraries:

State and federal Sources of funding of public libraries
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B Federal via state funds $156,4 $154,3 $159,0 $169,8 $271,0 $186,6
M Federal funds S64,46 $100,4 S$87,57 S$61,30 $71,60 S54,36 $49,87 S59,68 S$55,86 $48,77 S$100,2 S$122,1 S175,3 S$183,4 $192,4

B State funding $899,5 $954,5 $906,9 S$895,1 $817,5 $994,7 $829,2 $957,9 $861,4 $1,074 $900,8 $1,135 $983,9 S1,505 S1,321



Annual expenditure on staff
has exceeded S10bn for the first time
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Salaries and benefits are at their highest level

Average staff salary and average cost of staff benefits
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B Average cost of staff benefits $12,672 $13,261 $13,660 $13,952 $14,483 $14,778 $15,400 $15,556 $16,343 $16,830 $17,550 $17,976 $18,388 $19,156 $19,913
B Average staff salary $38,326 $38,423 $38,558 $38,969 $39,567 $40,276 $41,360 $41,799 $43,054 S44,056 $45,472 $45,428 $47,079 $50,189 $52,199



Staff costs are the largest operational costs

Operating costs of public libraries
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Expenditure on printed materials has fallen

Library expenditure on print and digital materials
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The number of books available has fallen

Numbers of books in US public libraries
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B Number of physical audio books 48,001 48,271 47,570 46,667 45,569 44,882 44,084 43,668 42,875 41,031 40,246 37,525 37,232 33,400 31,259
B Number of printed books 812,49 795,31 786,52 777,24 768,37 752,75 733,73 716,28 711,82 693,55 673,23 661,91 655,06 651,09 639,05



The number of library visits has fallen
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Total circulation of library materials has fallen

Total library circulation of all materials
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Circulation of children’s materials has fallen

Circulation of childrens materials
900,000,000

800,000,000
700,000,000
600,000,000
500,000,000
400,000,000
300,000,000
200,000,000
100,000,000

) 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
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Circulation of electronic materials has risen

Annual circulation of all materials and of electronic materials
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Circulation of physical material to adults
has fallen by 68%

(about 15-20% of these circulations are of DVD films)
(Data from IMLS, US Govt June 2026)
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Programs and new technologies have not increased library use
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Las Vegas Public Library

Adult Physical Circulations
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What has gone wrong?
* People don’t find what they want to read
* Non- fiction collections are poor
* Fiction is not representative of what people actually read
* Signage is incomprehensible (Dewey numbers)

* Displays are not attractive



Why?
 Collection management is far too much about front list publishing

* Most new publications have lost interest after 3 months. Retailers
return them, libraries allow them to fill shelves

* Book suppliers are interested in what libraries buy, not whether the
library is successful

* Back list collections are very poor — but these are 80% of what people
want



What to do?

e Core stock lists for both fiction and non fiction are essential

e What matters is not ‘what circulates’ — but what ‘doesn’t circulate
because we haven’t got it’

* Stop using Dewey — and stop sticking class labels on books whose
subjects and authors are evident from the cover.

* Smarten up the appearance and lighting of displays



What are the basics?

* People, everywhere want their library to be for books and reading
* They want it to be attractive, welcoming, peaceful and dignified.

* They want to find what they want to read (not what someone wants
to push at them)

* Libraries need to notice and take action when use goes down as it has



Conclusions

* The public library service in the US is extremely well resourced

o It has substantial and established funding
o It has a huge estate of public buildings
o It has an abundance of well trained and well-paid staff

* Yet, by every measure available, use of the service has fallen a lot
* None, of many, of the initiatives of the past 20 years has succeeded.

. Indplarticular — this year’s figures highlight the low use of the service by
adults

. Thegreater part (over 80%) of the cost of public libraries lies in the
buildings, and yet use of services in the buildings continues to fall.
Emphasis on digital service, which is of limited appeal, does not help that.



Recommendations

* The problem of falling use needs to be addressed branch library, by
branch library — and within those — shelf by shelf, until the needs of
local people are seen to be met.

* Only then should that work be extrapolated to revised operating
systems and allocation of financial resources

* In turn, that implies a change of culture, training and approach which
will not be easy

* Key measures are missing, particularly one which tells what % of a
local population are actually using the service.
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