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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose of the Survey

This exploratory study was conducted to obtainrimiation for a scholarly paper the
author is preparing for a library assessment cenfgg. The purpose was to gain a general
understanding of how Ohio public libraries use carafive library statistics, including how
often comparisons are made, types of statistidal dsed, and how valuable libraries believe this
practice to be.

Methodology

Data were collected via an online questionnairetatgphone interviews. A stratified
random sample of 90 Ohio Public libraries was dr&wm urban and non-urban counties in
Ohio. Thirty-five libraries responded to the omliquestionnaire and seven libraries participated
in telephone interviews.

Compared with the entire population of Ohio pulibcaries, respondents to the survey
represent more medium to large libraries than @hidglic libraries as a whole. Also, no
responses were received from libraries with regigepulations between 100,000 to 249,999 (or
respondents from this category chose not to rebeainformation). As a result, the survey
gives inadequate representation to smaller, rimaries and to communities of 100,000 to
249,999 population. The reader should keep these limitations in mihen interpreting the
findings.

Findings

All of the libraries report that they routinely rew input statistic§data reflecting
resources that libraries use to provide serviags) as expenditures, staffing, volumes held, and
so on). They also regularly reviewmtput statistic§data reflecting service utilization, such as
circulation, visits, reference transactions, anéostin) All libraries also report that they have
compared their statistics at one time or anothér thiose of other libraries.

Respondent libraries typically review total expéndis and materials expenditures
monthly. Other in-house input data are reviewearguly or annually. Among output statistics,
circulation data are viewed monthly by nearly 85Bthe libraries. Networked services such as
Internet terminal usage, electronic materials asd,website use are also reviewed monthly by
about two-thirds of the libraries. Other outputistics such as reference transactions, visit, an
program attendance are typically reviewed lessxdfj@arterly or annually).

! Since this was an exploratory study only, no effeais made to solicit additional respondents
to remedy this under-representation.

Page 2



About one-fourth of the libraries compare their @benal statistics to other libraries
monthly or quarterly. Seventy-eight per cent meal@parisons every six months or every year.
There is consensus among the libraries regardihgtioree statistics seen as appropriate for
comparisons: total expenditures, materials experesi, and circulation. More than 90% of the
libraries report using these three statistics imgarisons. About 75% of the libraries compare
staffing data. (Open-ended questionnaire comnaTdsalso interview responses suggest that
these are usually in connection with salary suryeys

Besides the four statistical items mentioned ingher paragraph, there is no common
set of indicators that libraries compare themsebresRoughly 45% of the libraries compare
themselves with others on print material holdireggjio/visual holdings, and databases. Even
less (39%) compare their visit counts with countsf other libraries. The study did not
determine the extent to which availability of daféected these utilization patterns.

About 75% of the libraries select peer librariesdtatistical comparisons based on the
other libraries’ population or community demogragshior by identifying libraries with statistics
similar to the library’s data. The top three s@sréor comparative statistical data for these
libraries are the State Library of Ohio (95%), HAPLatings (55%), and the Public Library
Association (48%).

More than 95% of the libraries believe that compgfibrary statistics is moderately or
highly valuable for understanding the library’s ostatistics and for reporting to Boards of
Trustees. About 75% see the comparisons as usefoberational and financial decision-
making, marketing and advocacy, and accountalplitposes.

Implications

The survey corroborates themes that are undoubtaailjiar to Ohio public libraries. It
is clear that libraries do make deliberate efftastsompare their own statistics with other
libraries. At the same time, this practice is@i®with a basic tenet of public librarianship, the
notion that each library and its community are ueiqTo be sure, libraries spend more time
analyzing their own in-house statistics to mondperations, staffing, workflow, new services,
and so forth.

Perhaps the main reason for libraries to reviewpamative statistics is to maintain a
general awareness of trends in other librariesissiigal data, rather than to draw specific,
actionable conclusions about one’s own data. @ugéneric use of comparative statistics would
definitely be a reflection of a longstanding dilemin the library profession—the lack of
standard criteria by which libraries can judgertiogin statistics, other than by using their own
historic data. Again, this lack is a direct outgt of an ideology that stresses the uniqueness of
each public library and its community setting. &iwhis ideology, it seems reasonable that
comparisons of standardized statistics would becargdary concern for Ohio’s public libraries.
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REPORT

This survey was conducted in preparation for a lsclyopaper | am preparing for the
Association for Research Libraries 2008 Assessi@enterence (www.libraryassessment.org).
For purposes of this study, comparative libraryistias refers to a library’s comparison of its
own operational statistics with statistics fromeathbraries identified as peers of the library.
These statistics have typically been collected ating to standardized definitions promulgated
by library consortia, state library authoritiesg tAublic Library Association, or the Federal-State
Cooperative System (recently renamed the PublicakybStatistical Cooperative).

For more than twenty years, the practice of commgaone library’s statistics with other
libraries has been espoused by the Public Libragogiation as a part of tipganning and
managing for resultapproach to management (Van House et al., 198€)pidctice is also
integral to performance measurement as envisiope¢debUrban Institute and others (see
Morley, Bryant, and Hatry, 2001, Hatry, 2006, amtirAons, 2001).

Purpose of the Survey

The purpose of the survey is to obtain a generpteéssion of how Ohio public libraries
use comparative library statistics, including hdéeon comparisons are made, types of statistical
data used, and how valuable libraries believeprastice to be.

Methodology

In March 2008 | randomly selected 90 public libearfrom theDirectory of Ohio Public
Libraries (State Library of Ohio, 2008). Since the purposthe study is to acquire a general
sense of how libraries use comparative statigtiesiployed a simple strategy to obtain a
reasonable assortment of librarfe$classified each Ohio county as either urban—iwa
major city within its boundaries—or non-urban—hayimo major city within its boundaries.
Major cities are: Akron, Cincinnati, Cleveland,|l@obus, Dayton, and Toledo. | used a
stratified sampling approach: First, | drew twongdes of counties (urban vs. non-urban). Then,
I randomly selected 65 libraries from the samplearbfin counties (since these areas also
included numerous suburban libraries) and 25 ftoemion-urban sample.

In March 2008 | sent letters via U.S. malil to diogs of the 90 libraries requesting their
participation in the study. When a library chosearticipate, they were asked to contact me
and choose either a brief telephone interview quest the link to the online questionnaire. (See
guestionnaire at www.plstatreports/compare/2008guesire.) Seven libraries participated in
interviews and 35 responded to the questionnairpait or in full. Responses obtained via
interviews have remained confidential, and questiine respondents were anonymous.

2 The Directory of Ohio Public Librariesloes not include population, expenditure, or otiparational data. |
chose not to spend time retrieving this informaktsewhere and linking it with data in the diregtor
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Findings from Questionnaire Respondents

Library Demographics

To assure that respondents remained anonymoustvemiguestionnaire items pertained
to demographic characteristics of the librariestviee area population and total library
expenditures. Tables 1 and 2 present the libfageponses to these two questions. More than
half of the responding libraries (57%) had senaoeas with populations between 25,000 to
99,999. No library within the 100,000 to 249,9%pplation range responded to the survey.
Therefore, the reader must keep in mind the pdagithat libraries from Ohio cities of this size
may differ from study respondents. Since the studyg exploratory (and the budget quite
limited!), no further effort was made to includbkrries from this missing category.

Table 1. Library Service Area Populations

Joo of Ohio Public Libraries Responding to Survey

36%

35% +

30% +

35)

25% +

20% +

15% A

Percentages (N

10%

5%

0%

Less than 5,000 - 10,000 - 25,000 - 50,000 - 100,000 - 250,000- More than
4,999 9,999 24,999 49,999 99,999 249,999 500,000 500,000
Population

Total operating expenditure categories in TableePevderived from the National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES) study by Bassiiaal. (1998). Note in the table that 72% of
the respondents were from libraries with operaéirgenditures of one million dollars or more.
This high proportion suggests that the stratifi@ohgling approach utilized in this study was
insufficient. Likely due to a combination of sammg error and respondent self-selection, a
disproportionate number of respondents to thisesuare from libraries with higher overall
expenditures, compared with the total populatio@bio public libraries.
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Table 3 compares respondents with the 2005 expeaditita from the State Library of
Ohio. The table reveals a mismatch between respgtidraries and the larger population of
libraries, based on the 2005 data. In genera diivey over-represents medium and larger
libraries and under-represents smaller librari€big(is true for all categories other than in the
$2.5 million to $4.9 million.) As a result, fintfjs from the survey reflect medium to

Table 2. Total Operating Expenditures of
Ohio Public Libraries Responding to Survey

Percentage of Libraries

Less than $100,000 - $250,000- $500,000to $1 million - $2.5 million - $5 million or
$99,999 $249,999 $499999 $999,999 2.49 million  $4.9 million more

Expenditures

large—that is, primarily urban and suburban—Iikganmore than smaller and rural libraries,
despite the fact that no libraries with serviceagsepulations between 100,000 and 249,999 were
among survey respondents. From one perspectisendy be acceptable, since medium to large
libraries represent the greatest share of ovetiitation of public library funds in Ohio. On the
other hand, if library statistical comparisons emasidered to be good managerial practice, then
the study should reflect public libraries of altes and community types. In this latter case, a
more in-depth study would be required to addressuttevenness of this study. For the purposes
of this study, as long as the under-representati@@me libraries is recognized, the results can
be useful for describing how comparative libramtistics are used in general.

Managerial Use of Library Statistics
One study question concerned how often library ettees or management teams use
standard library statistics in-house, regardlesshather they make comparisons with other

libraries. Table 4 shows the frequency in whitidries responding to the questionnaire review
standardnput statistics (Since respondents could select more than anistgtal indicator, the
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sum of percentages in the table exceeds 100%.)qli&stionnaire did not defineput statistics
but, rather, provided a listing of typical input aseires shown in the table.

Table 3. Comparison of Total Expenditures by Surveyed Libraries with 2005
Expenditures Data for All Ohio Public Libraries

45%

40% 38%

35% +

30% +

25% +

20% -

15% +

Percentage of Libraries

10% +

5% -

0% -

Less than $100,000 - $250000 - $500,000t0  $1 million - $2.5 milllion - $5 million or
$99,999 $249,999 $499999 $999,999 2.49 million $4.9 million more

Expenditures
B Survey @ All Ohio PL's (2005 Data) P

In Table 4 medium blue highlighting indicates cateégs which 50% or more of the
libraries chose as the frequency with which thgeoeitive teams review various input measures.
Also, lighter blue highlighting combines the quasteand monthly categories to form a single
category that, in this case, also exceeds 50%m fEne table it is evident that nearly two-thirds
of reporting libraries review both operating anchpmaterials expenditures monthly. In
contrast, other categories like print material asuysubscriptions, and so forth are reviewed
annually.

Table 5 indicatesutput statisticshat libraries reported as being reviewed by their
managerial team periodically. (Since respondenttdcselect more than one statistical
indicator, the sum of percentages in the table edxd00%.) As with the prior table, medium
blue highlighting in this table indicates categsrikat 50% or more of the libraries report as the
frequency with which their management teams rewiamousoutput statistics Most notably,
83% of all libraries review circulation data monthlAnd about two-thirds review interlibrary
loan, internet terminal use, and library websitagegsmeasures on a monthly basis. Reference
transactions are reported as being reviewed eaifin@rterly or monthly by 58% of the libraries.
In-house use of library materials is reviewed afiguwa more often by more than 60% of
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reporting libraries. In sum, a majority of respordlibraries report reviewing all of these output
measures at least annually.

Table 4. Frequency of Managerial Review of Sekktt@ut Measures

Statistical Indicator

Annually

Quarterly|

Monthly

\bldy

Rarely

Not Sure

Operating expenditures

12%

9%

65%

15%

0%

0%

Print Mat. Expenditures

12%

18%

62%

9%

0%

0%

Electronic Mat. Expenditures

39%

21%

36%

3%

0%

0%

Print Materials

56%

9%

29%

3%

3%

0%

Print Subscriptions

74%

12%

15%

0%

0%

0%

Audio/Video Materials

58%

9%

30%

0%

3%

0%

Databases

63%

14%

6%

6%

6%

6%

Internet terminals

51%

11%

14%

9%

6%

9%

FTE Staff

79%

6%

12%

0%

3%

0%

Table 5. Frequency of Managerial Review of SekkQeatput Measures

Statistical Measure Annually  Quarterly Monthly Wegek Rarely | Not Sure
Circulation 9% 0% 83% 9% 0% 0%
In-house Mat. Use 21% 12% 26% 3% 34% 0%

Interlibrary loan

23%

6%

66%

6%

0%

0%

Visits

21%

15%

54%

6%

3%

0%

Reference Transactions

32%

24%

34%

0%

9%

0%

Program attendance

32%

9%

51%

6%

0%

0%

Electronic Mat. Use

19%

6%

60%

0%

9%

0%

Internet Terminal Use

15%

6%

66%

3%

3%

3%

Website Use

12%

9%

63%

0%

9%

3%

Use of Comparative Statistics

The survey questionnaire asked whether, in thetpasyears, libraries had made
comparisons of their own statistics with those tbieo libraries. Two (about 6%) of the libraries
had not made these comparisons. Of the 33 whmdl@ comparisons within the past two
years, one respondent did not complete the questian Thus, Table 6 presents the frequency
with which the 32 libraries who do make comparisankeast biennially compare their statistics
with those of other libraries. Seventy-eight pata# these libraries say that they compare their
statistical data semi-annually or annually, and X8fert doing so quarterly or monthly. Three
percent of the libraries were not sure how freglyehey make these comparisons.

Among libraries reporting making comparisons astéaennially, Table 7 indicates
which statistical indicators the libraries selentthese comparisons. (Since respondents could
select more than one indicator in this questioa,siim of percentages in the table exceeds
100%.). Three statistical indicators are used aercomparisons with other libraries by 90% or
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more of the libraries. Two of these indicatorsalve expenditures: One hundred percent of the
responding libraries report comparing their libranth others on material expenditures, and
90% do so on total expenditures. For the thirdcaudr, circulation, 97% of the libraries say
they make comparisons with other libraries using itidicator. Staffing statistics are used for
comparisons by nearly 80% of the libraries, althoagen-ended questionnaire comments and
also interview comments suggest that these congrerisiay be for salary studies rather than for
performance assessment per se.

Table 6. How Frequently Ohio Public Libraries Make
Statistical Comparisons with Other Libraries

60%

53%

50% +

40% +

32)

30% +

25%

20%

Percentage of Libraries
(N

10%

0%
Monthly Quarterly Semiannually Annually Biennially Not Sure

Frequency of Comparisons

Other than these four statistical indicators—matexxpenditures, total expenditures,
circulation, and staffing—there are no others thatajority of libraries report using in their
interlibrary comparisons. Almost 50% of the libegrcompare themselves on print material
holdings, and 42% do so for audio/visual matedad databases. Thirty-nine percent of the
libraries responding to this question report conmggvisit counts with other libraries. About
one-third compare their statistics on subscriptiamerlibrary loans, electronic material
expenditures, and number of masters degree lilmsariess then 30% of the libraries utilize the
remaining statistical indicators shown in Table Tniterlibrary comparisons.
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Table 7. Statistical Measures Ohio Public Libraries Use
for Making Statistical Comparisons with Other Libraries
100%
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Library Measures

Another questionnaire item queried libraries abblmw they select peer libraries when
making comparisons. Their responses appear ireTab(Respondents could indicate one or
more selection methods, making the sum of percesntamgthe table exceed 100%.) The table
indicates that nearly 75% of the libraries maded&ns based on population or demographic
variables. Seventy-seven percent of the libragsct libraries having statistical indicators that
are similar to the library’'s own data. Very fewW/{plibraries say that they select peer libraries
based on programming and service offerings. Sdmmaries did comment in open-ended
comments that they compare themselves to otheri@s in their county, regardless of library
size or community demographic makeup.

Table 9 reports sources from which libraries obtmimparative library statistical data.
(Respondents could indicate one or more sourctabts$tcal data, making the sum of
percentages in the table exceed 100%.) Ninetyfetwrent of responding libraries obtained data
from the State Library of Ohio. Fifty-five perceneport using the HAPLR ratings, and 45% the
Public Library Association. Slightly more than etird of the libraries referred to annual
reports published by peer libraries. NCES datauaegl by less than one-fourth of the reporting
libraries (presumably due to the unavailabilityetent statistics from NCES).

Respondents were asked to estimate the value gdarimg their library’s statistics to

those of other libraries for various purposes, saghccountability, improving service quality,
and so on. Table 10 gives responses to this guestitabular format and Table 11 shows the
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Percentage of Libraries

Table 8. Bases Upon Which Ohio Public Libraries
Select Peer Libraries for Comparisons

7%

Population Programs or  With Similar Reputations of  Network/ Other
Demographics Services Statistics Interest Consortium
Affiliation

Comparison Bases

Percentage of Libraries

(N=31)

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Table 9. Sources of Statistical Data that Ohio Public Libraries
Use for Comparisons

94%

Public National NCES State Library HAPLR Other Other
Library Centerfor 'Compare of Ohio Ratings Libraries'
Association Educational Public Annual
(PLA) Statistics Libraries' Reports
(NCES)

Sources of Comparative Data
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distribution of responses graphically. Ninety-gepercent of respondents felt that comparative
statistics had a medium or high value for undeditanthe libraries’ own statistics, and 94%

said the same for making presentations to boaxdstespondents felt the statistics had no value

for these purposes. However, 26% felt the stasistre of little or no value for presentations to
funding authorities, operational or financial demmsmaking, library marketing and advocacy,
planning new programs, and for accountability. Tike given the highest rating by the most
libraries was accountability: 52% of libraries datlis use as having high value.

Finally, libraries were asked about their futurerns for using comparative library
statistics. Table 12 indicates that the vast nitgj¢88%) plan to make comparisons with the
same frequency as they have in the past.
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Table 11. Ohio Public Libraries' Perceptions of Value of
Comparative Statistics for Various Uses
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Table 12. How Often Ohio Public Libraries Plan
to Make Statistical Comparisons in the Future
100%

90% - 87%

80% -

70% -

60% -

31)

1 50% -

40% -

30% -

20% 4

Percentage of Libraries
(N

13%

10% +

0%

0%
More Often than As Often as Current Less Often than
Current Practice Practice Current Practice

Planned Frequency of Comparisons

Findings from Interviews

I conducted interviews with seven Ohio public litiea—one large urban library, four
suburban libraries, one rural, and one smaller goliorary with a service area of primarily
Appalachian population. One suburban library dredgmaller county library said they had no
pressing need to compare their statistical datia @ther libraries. For the smaller county
library, this was due to the unavailability of pdibraries serving communities similar to this
library’s population. In one way or another, dltloe libraries stressed the uniqueness of their
local service area and the implications of thisgdator delivering programs and services.

Five of the libraries reported making statistioanparisons at least annually. For one
suburban library, comparative statistics were aemisal part of the funding formula for
allocating Ohio’s Library and Local Government Sagg-und. Understandably, this library
was especially sensitive to its own data in congoariwith peer libraries’ data.

In general, statistics were compiled by these tibsaat the executive level.
Departmental managers were usually not involvetbmparing data to other libraries. (There
were a couple of questionnaire respondents whose-epded comments said that departmental
staff were involved in both collection and analysistatistics.) Some of the libraries
interviewed were fairly proactive in collecting autilizing statistics, although primarily for in-
house review and management. In these librati@sstics were used to compare branch
operations, to look for opportunities for performmanmprovement, to make staffing decisions,
and so on. One library had compiled a rather esxteranalysis of data from the Public Library
Association’s Public Library Data Service (PLDS)ngaring itself with scores of other libraries
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in Ohio and nationally. One suburban library hasrbusing an in-house management statistics
scheme with categories that precedes, but rougirilipls, the Balanced Scored “perspectives”
of authors Robert Kaplan and David Norton.

Availability of data is an important determinanttbé extent to which libraries might use
comparative data. Two of the interviewed librapesticipated in the CLEVNET consortial
system, where fairly sophisticated reports (fomegke, circulation by material format and by
subject) are available. Also, those with SIRSégrated library system’s “Director’s Station”
feature were able to extract detailed informatibawt materials usage, although comparable
data from peer libraries may not be available.

Directors who did compile comparative data reportedinely sharing these with Boards
of Trustees. A popular use of comparative datdifese libraries was salary comparisons. Two
of the libraries reported using circulation andtsistatistics for monitoring its own branches,
and one library planned to use the data for faediplanning. A couple of the libraries
mentioned HAPLR ratings and acknowledged that trerelied on these.

Implications

The survey is illuminating in the sense that itroborates certain themes that Ohio
public libraries likely recognize already. Ovee tyears, Ohio public libraries have followed the
lead of advisors like the Public Library Associat&nd others who promote statistical
comparisons. Comparing library statistics is noaifior almost all libraries.

Nevertheless, there is a fundamental contradidieiween the practice of comparing
statistics with the notion that each library arsdabmmunity are unique—a strong tenet of Ohio
public librarianship. As the interviews suggestrdries utilize statistics more intensively to
monitor their operations in areas as customer seretaffing, facilities planning, reporting to
Boards, and so forth. These statistics indicatere/services or programs may be lagging and in
need of attention. Data from other libraries aveusually relevant for these purposes, except
for salary surveys, apparently.

Although the survey questionnaire did not explaves fibraries actually use comparative
statistics, the interviews suggest that thesessitzgiare seen as part of a larger picture in waich
library’s in-house interpretation of its own dasgprimary. It may well be that Ohio public
libraries use comparative statistics more to shagast of statistical trends among other libraries.
Indeed, most library directors are clearly knowkealgie about differences between their libraries
and each alternative library whose data they migliew. One director said the only
comparisons he makes is qualitative visits to olibearies to gain ideas about operational and
programmatic options. One large urban library paérs primarily in other states. Data from
these libraries were useful as a general gaugervice volumes and the like, but not very
relevant to local programming and management dessi

Data from the survey suggest that libraries comsdgeneral awareness of statistics from
other libraries to be important. However, the thet only measures routinely compared are
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expenditures and circulation implies that comparssare not essential to ongoing management
of Ohio’s public libraries.

There is one central issue neither the questioamar interviews addressed: Libraries
continue to operate without standard criteria bycwho evaluate their own statistical data, other
than the library’s historical statistics. One gyaf medium size Ohio public libraries produces
comprehensive statistical comparisons of its membervarious output measures. However,
these data are necessarily inconclusive sincelétodykey information about what statistical
levels are appropriate given the uniqgue composdiwh needs of each library’s community.

This theme—the uniqueness of libraries and themmroanity settings—will likely continue to
color the meaning of comparative statistics amohgp® public libraries.
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