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Review of IMLS public library figures from 
2010 to 2024

• 2024 has the highest number of library facilities
o 9,046 Central Libraries

o 7,769 Branch Libraries

o 765 Mobile libraries 

o TOTAL 17,580

• 2024 has the highest number of library staff
o 34,382 librarians with master’s degrees

o 53,058 other qualified library staff

o 94,151 other library staff

o TOTAL 147,289 employed staff



In 2024 public libraries received nearly $18bn:
 the highest ever levels of funding for operations

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Other income $867,0 $825,7 $950,7 $793,1 $893,7 $873,4 $899,9 $937,3 $981,0 $1,024 $896,5 893,94 920,31 1.1E+09 $1,305

Federal funds $52,45 $57,49 $60,22 $51,15 $46,03 $44,39 $43,44 $47,22 $45,84 $40,03 $92,25 115,50 135,37 1.1E+08 $88,39

State funding $800,5 $861,8 $788,4 $806,3 $850,5 $881,3 $879,8 $883,9 $935,6 $985,5 $976,6 $1,056 $1,139 $1,219 $1,203

Local funding $9,604 $9,702 $9,711 $9,914 $10,28 $10,63 $10,94 $11,38 $11,90 $12,26 $12,64 $12,94 $13,51 $14,39 $15,26
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Sources of funding of library operations



In 2024 public libraries received a further 
$1.6bn of income for capital works

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Other funds $218,9 $203,5 $131,6 $336,3 $207,6 $326,5 $276,8 $299,4 $228,3 $359,6 $225,8 $319,3 $312,5 $274,0 $307,1

Federal funds $12,00 $42,90 $27,35 $10,15 $25,57 $9,964 $6,428 $12,45 $10,02 $8,746 $7,991 $6,654 $40,00 $78,22 $104,0

State funds $98,93 $92,68 $118,5 $88,82 $123,5 $113,4 $103,7 $74,03 $84,90 $89,10 $94,07 $79,27 $115,5 $286,0 $304,6

Local funds $814,1 $808,6 $765,8 $586,7 $551,9 $694,0 $690,5 $743,6 $784,7 $845,4 $806,1 $742,6 $720,6 $984,2 $898,1
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Sources of funds for library capital works



2024 : Sources of public library funding 
(operations plus capital)

• Total : $19.5bn 

• Local funding $16.2bn (83.0%)

• State funds $1.3bn (6.8%)

• Federal funds $0.4bn (1.9%)

• Other income $1.6bn (8.3%)



State and federal funding of public libraries:
 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Federal via state funds $156,4 $154,3 $159,0 $169,8 $271,0 $186,6

Federal funds $64,46 $100,4 $87,57 $61,30 $71,60 $54,36 $49,87 $59,68 $55,86 $48,77 $100,2 $122,1 $175,3 $183,4 $192,4

State funding $899,5 $954,5 $906,9 $895,1 $817,5 $994,7 $829,2 $957,9 $861,4 $1,074 $900,8 $1,135 $983,9 $1,505 $1,321
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State and federal Sources of funding of public libraries



Annual expenditure on staff 
has exceeded $10bn for the first time

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Staff benefit costs $1,773 $1,826 $1,876 $1,918 $2,009 $2,059 $2,160 $2,213 $2,345 $2,434 $2,467 $2,494 $2,599 $2,748 $2,932

Staff Salaries 5,362, 5,292, 5,296, 5,359, 5,490, 5,612, 5,801, 5,947, 6,179, 6,371, 6,393, 6,304, 6,655, 7,202, 7,688,
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Expenditure on salaries and benefits



Salaries and benefits are at their highest level 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

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

Average staff salary $38,326 $38,423 $38,558 $38,969 $39,567 $40,276 $41,360 $41,799 $43,054 $44,056 $45,472 $45,428 $47,079 $50,189 $52,199
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Average staff salary and average cost of staff benefits



Staff costs are the largest operational costs

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Other operating costs $2,246 $2,262 $2,214 $2,310 $2,421 $2,499 $2,646 $2,703 $2,858 $2,963 $2,825 $2,875 3,197, $3,497 $3,735

Materials cost $1,259 $1,230 $1,222 $1,241 $1,275 $1,311 $1,348 $1,375 $1,416 $1,447 $1,390 $1,437 1,517, $1,593 $1,619

Staff cost $7,135 $7,119 $7,173 $7,278 $7,499 $7,672 $7,961 $8,161 $8,524 $8,805 $8,860 $8,799 $9,254 $9,951 $10,62
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Operating costs of public libraries



Expenditure on printed materials has fallen

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Expenditure on digital materials $156,0 $175,3 $204,0 $239,5 $273,2 $301,2 $341,4 $374,0 $419,1 $449,2 $543,7 $594,9 $619,2 $672,5 $723,7

Expenditure on print materials $846,1 $804,3 $769,5 $751,4 $751,7 $755,7 $756,4 $753,7 $754,7 $761,5 $657,7 $665,8 $718,2 $750,8 $741,4
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Library expenditure on print and digital materials



The number of books available has fallen

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

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

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
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Numbers of books in US public libraries



The number of library visits has fallen

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Library visits 1,574, 1,528, 1,499, 1,460, 1,425, 1,396, 1,355, 1,319, 1,292, 1,254, 732,46 417,49 670,94 803,36 869,27
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Total circulation of library materials has fallen

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Total library circulation of all materials 2,465, 2,444, 2,422, 2,374, 2,314, 2,270, 2,228, 2,163, 2,178, 2,186, 1,640, 1,555, 1,829, 1,963, 1,705,
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Total library circulation of all materials



Circulation of children’s materials has fallen 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Circulation of childrens materials 838,37 842,33 852,67 836,25 818,72 802,04 796,18 767,41 766,23 780,99 538,60 510,42 672,14 720,03 629,56
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Circulation of childrens materials



Circulation of electronic materials has risen  

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Circulation of all materials 2,465, 2,444, 2,422, 2,374, 2,314, 2,270, 2,228, 2,163, 2,178, 2,186, 1,640, 1,555, 1,829, 1,963, 1,705,

Circulation of electronic materials 69,134 98,688 151,91 192,21 225,10 254,97 296,30 347,69 427,81 464,08 489,53 545,19 554,83
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Annual circulation of all materials and of electronic materials



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)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Series 1 1,627, 1,601, 1,500, 1,439, 1,343, 1,276, 1,207, 1,141, 1,115, 1,057, 674,00 580,77 667,47 697,90 521,07
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Total circulations, less electronic, less children’s



Programs and new technologies have not increased library use

Visits
Circulatio

ns
Reference Programs

Use of
PC's

2010 1,574,57 2,465,99 309,303, 86,896,5 368,634,
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2024 869,277, 1,705,46 145,423, 105,321, 100,854,
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San Francisco Public Library
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Seattle Public Library
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Los Angeles Public Library
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Las Vegas Public Library
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King County Public Library
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Houston Public Library
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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?

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

• 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. 

• In particular – this year’s figures highlight the low use of the service by 
adults. 

• The greater 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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