
 

VT Public Libraries - A Good 
Return on Investment 

 

 

 

 

May 11, 2020 
 
 
 
 
 

Team Members: 
Chris Gianfagna 

Tracey Harrington 
Nathan Piper 

Michelle Redmond 
Scott Robertson 

 

Sponsor: 
Jason Broughton 

VT Department of Libraries 
 
 
 
 
 



VT Public Libraries – A Good Return on Investment   

Page 2 of 34 

Acknowledgments 
 

The team members would like to thank the Vermont Department of Libraries and Jason Broughton for 
submitting this project proposal and working with the team while we developed the report.  We would 
also like to thank Anne Corbin for her guidance and support throughout the consulting project and 
VCPM course as well as our VCPM cohort members for their camaraderie.  Lastly, the team thanks all of 
our supervisors for supporting our professional development and participation in VCPM. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



VT Public Libraries – A Good Return on Investment   

Page 3 of 34 

Table of Contents 
Background and Context ............................................................................................................................... 4 

How to Use This Report ............................................................................................................................ 4 

Report Limitations..................................................................................................................................... 5 

Methodology ................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Estimating the value of physical and digital holdings ............................................................................... 5 

Estimating the value of programs and services ........................................................................................ 7 

Survey to gauge public feedback .............................................................................................................. 7 

Results and Findings ...................................................................................................................................... 8 

The value of physical and digital holdings ................................................................................................ 8 

Potential Value of Public Libraries to the Typical Family .......................................................................... 9 

Return on Investment ............................................................................................................................. 10 

Qualitative Analysis ................................................................................................................................. 15 

Geographic Distribution ...................................................................................................................... 15 

Distribution by Age and Household Size ............................................................................................. 16 

Frequency of Visits and Communication Preferences ........................................................................ 17 

Suggestions for Improvement ............................................................................................................. 18 

Perceived Value................................................................................................................................... 19 

Conclusions and Recommendations ........................................................................................................... 20 

Recommended Value of Library Programs and Services ........................................................................ 20 

Marketing ................................................................................................................................................ 20 

Municipal Funding................................................................................................................................... 21 

Ongoing Qualitative Analysis .................................................................................................................. 21 

Process Improvement ............................................................................................................................. 22 

References .................................................................................................................................................. 23 

Appendix ..................................................................................................................................................... 24 

Client Consultant Agreement .................................................................................................................. 24 

Summary Survey Responses ................................................................................................................... 28 

 

  



VT Public Libraries – A Good Return on Investment   

Page 4 of 34 

Background and Context 
The purpose of this report is to evaluate the value of Vermont’s public libraries and to develop findings 
and recommendations regarding the actual and perceived values of holdings and services provided to 
the public by these libraries.  The meaning of the term value can take many forms and this report 
presents findings on both actual and estimated monetary value of library holdings as well as perceived 
value from the community through the use of a qualitative survey.   

The work of this report comes from the Vermont Certified Public Managers (VCPM) course at the 
Vermont Center for Achievement in Public Service, a division of the Department of Human Services.  The 
Vermont Department of Libraries applied for the services of the VCPM to research the value of public 
libraries within the state.  In this application, Jason Broughton, the Commissioner of Libraries, conveyed 
a few basic questions and principals to the VCPM team to complete this task which are as follows: 

“The Vermont Department of Libraries seeks to answer the following questions: 
(1) What is the value-add of library services to Vermonters in financial terms? 
(2) What are the economic implications for Vermonters and the Department of Libraries? 

 

Success will look like the following: 
Return on Investment (ROI) is one of the vital parameters to examine the importance of 
libraries. ROI is a medium to validate the existing system of spending money in the 
libraries and justifying method for future plans. Enormous funds are spent on building 
libraries to achieve institutions' missions. Public institutions provide a variety of 
resources in the libraries to provide quality services to users in getting better returns 
from them. It also underlines the connection between public library and the Vermont 
Department of Libraries and its services to libraries. The research could be utilized to promote public 
library data to Vermonters about the value of having a library within the community along with the 
valuation of resources, products, and platforms.” 
 

This report depicts the landscape of Vermont's public libraries including general holdings, technology, 
and services with estimates of their financial value. An analysis of these findings conveys the economic 
implications for both Vermonters and the Department of Libraries.  A key component of this report is a 
survey which was offered to Vermonters that asked a series of basic questions regarding awareness and 
utilization of existing library services.  This survey is very telling regarding the perceived value of 
municipal libraries and the services offered.  This report also briefly discusses the effects of bias and 
limitations of the survey results which should be considered. 
 

How to Use This Report 
This report describes techniques that public libraries can utilize to determine their value to their 
community – both in terms of actual dollars and perceived value.  The organization of this report is such 
that methods are presented first, followed by results, and finally recommendations.  Libraries should use 
the sections of this report that are most applicable to their given situation and supplement with local or 
library specific data whenever available for the most accurate assessment of value.  The Department of 
Libraries can use some figures directly from this report for characterizing the value of the public library 
system and draw upon the results of the survey for an assessment of the general understanding, 
feelings, and attitudes about public libraries throughout the state.  
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Report Limitations 
This report does not consider all the factors that communities may want to include in an assessment of 
their individual library but does include a broad range of topics for consideration. The incorporation of 
local data beyond what is presented here can be significant in describing an individual library’s value.  
This report utilizes data collected from a statewide survey created and conducted by the VCPM Library 
Services Team for this project.  Survey bias and limitations regarding the findings of this survey must be 
acknowledged to better understand and incorporate the findings.  These biases Include, but are not 
limited to, the following: 
 

• The results do not include feedback from those without internet services or the homeless.  
• There is a significant youth element missing as the results include only one respondent under 

age 18, although the survey did not preclude participation by those younger than 18 years of 
age. 

• The results do not reflect that many working families cannot prioritize the time required to 
complete or focus on an online survey.  

• Results are expected to be received from respondents who are typically in-favor of library 
services rather than those disinterested in libraries.  The disinterested portion of the public 
could very likely be those who could benefit most from library services.   

• The results do not account for common “acquiescence bias” where respondents simply answer 
positively or “yes” to all questions. 

   

Methodology 
Estimating the value of physical and digital holdings 
Research for this section included article, book, and report reviews, internet searches, and in-person 
interviews. 

An accurate estimate of the value a library’s holdings is critical to an overall estimate of the value of the 
library.  The easiest and likely most common way to estimate the monetary value of physical holdings at 
a library is to use the value provided by a Library Management System (LMS) (Brennan).  A Library 
Management System is a service, usually a web-based subscription service, that libraries use to manage 
their holdings.  For the purposes of this section, physical holdings are defined as books and other 
tangible reference materials that can be borrowed and removed from a library or reviewed at a library.   

Library Management Systems often include a means of tracking circulation of physical holdings, a 
system for communicating with library users, and an inventory of the library’s holdings (Brennan).  
Library Management Systems have been in existence for many years (Breeding) and are now 
commonplace, even in Vermont (Brennan). 

In addition to the functions listed above, many LMS include the ability to run reports to determine the 
value of the holdings at a library.  When calculating the monetary value of the physical holdings of a 
library, the library management system will generally use the assigned value of the title in their system.  
The assigned value is usually the publisher’s recommended list price for the item, which many libraries 
also use as the replacement value of a title, although some libraries do account for depreciation of 
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holdings’ value over time (Brennan).  Running a report through an LMS makes for a fast, easy, and 
defensible means of calculating the value of physical holdings that can be incorporated into an annual 
report or used for other means.   

Since there are so many different LMSs, this report will not attempt to describe the specific steps for 
each system in detail, but rather focus on the use of this general technique as the recommended 
approach for quantifying the value of physical and some digital holdings for use in an annual report, 
budget, or bond vote justification.  Public libraries should contact their LMS vendor if they have 
questions about running a report to determine the monetary value of their collection. 

Depending on the type of LMS used, the estimation of the value of digital holdings may be achieved in a 
similar manner as physical holdings (Breeding) or may need to be determined separately.  Digital 
holdings may take the form of audiobooks, ebooks and magazines, podcasts, movies, and music that are 
accessed virtually rather than physically.  For the purposes of this report we will focus on the value of 
audiobooks and ebooks when making recommendations for determining value. 

The method used in this report to determine the value of audiobooks and ebooks was to request the 
financial investment of the collection available from the Green Mountain Library Consortium (GMLC) 
from OverDrive, the provider of the titles to the GMLC.  Other methods that were considered for 
libraries that are either not a member of the GMLC or have private collections that expand upon what is 
provided by a consortium are discussed in more detail in the results section of the report, but since 142 
of the 183 public libraries in Vermont are members of the Green Mountain Library Consortium, the 
values presented in the results section should work for the majority of the public libraries in the state.   

The financial investment for both ebooks and audiobooks available with membership in the Green 
Mountain Library Consortium are provided in the results section of this report.  The dollar amounts 
presented represent the financial investment for the collection available when the inquiry was made 
(March 2020), and doesn’t necessarily include all of the other ancillary benefits of GMLC membership 
like cost savings through avoided cost of collection development (selecting materials), cataloging, 
managing circulation, and the facilities needed to manage the collection.  A value is not estimated for 
those ancillary benefits, but the reader should be aware of the other positive financial implications of 
membership with GMLC.  Further, since the GMLC collection is fluid and the availability of titles evolves 
over time, the most accurate representation of investment would be one that was determined for the 
time-period one is interested in.  The Team recommends converting the GMLC investment into an 
estimate of value by assuming a 1:1 return for the amount of money invested by the Green Mountain 
Library Consortium in developing their collection.  That is, the dollar amount invested by the GMLC may 
be reported as the estimated value of the titles in the shared collection, on the date that the data was 
acquired.  

For the alternative methods, including for libraries that have expanded collections, the first method is to 
use a comparable value from one of several companies that provide audiobooks such as Audible, Kobo, 
Nook, Google Play Books, or Apple Books.  This can be time consuming as it requires researching the 
value of each title on at least one platform.  Therefore, rather than trying to determine the actual value 
of each title, we suggest a conservative average value in the results section.  The second method is to 
apply the monthly subscription cost for audiobook services to the number of regular audiobook users 
the library has, this is also discussed further in the results section below. 
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Estimating the value of programs and services  
In addition to physical and digital offerings, many libraries also provide a host of programs and services 
that provide benefit to their community.  These range from children’s story hours and craft activities to 
the use of computers and internet access for all ages of a community’s population.  The programs and 
services considered in this report include adult, youth, and children’s programs, the borrowing of park 
and museum passes, the use of meeting rooms, and computer/internet access.  There are many other 
services that individual libraries may provide, such as afterschool care for school-age children, but these 
appeared to be the most common programs and services available in most of the libraries in the state.  
If a library believes that they have other programs and services that provide a significant value to their 
community, they may consider using local data to incorporate them into their overall value calculation.  

Initial values for library programs and services were taken from a Library Use Calculator created by the 
Chelmsford Public Library in Massachusetts.  These values were then checked against a librarian in 
Vermont for their reasonableness and adjusted based on feedback and local knowledge.  The team 
presents figures in the recommendations section of the report that we believe are appropriate for 
Vermont and that libraries may choose to utilize for their own valuations.   

Survey to gauge public feedback 
To gauge public opinion and awareness of programs and services, a survey was created using Microsoft 
Forms. This tool was selected because of its inclusion with Microsoft Office 365 (O365) licenses and 
relative ease of use.  A survey was created by the team and approved by the Sponsor and then 
advertised through existing Listservs, social media, email, and other avenues. The Consulting Team 
advocated for, and was granted, funding to post the survey statewide on Front Porch Forum for one 
week at a cost of $750. This cost included 1,000 ads covering towns in each of Front Porch Forum’s 25 
ad regions and ran the first week of January 2020.   The questions asked in the survey are as follows: 

1) In which town do you live? 
2) What is your age? 
3) How many people reside in your household? 
4) Do you have a public library in your town? 
5) Do you have a library card? 
6) Please rate the following statements regarding your public municipal library: a) Public libraries 

are assets to their community, b) I am aware of the services provided by public libraries, c) 
Public libraries provide cost-savings to me/my family 

7) What value do you give public libraries in Vermont? 
8) On average, how many times per month do you visit a public library? 
9) Were you previously aware of the range of services/programs offered at public libraries in 

Vermont? 
10) Taking into consideration the range of services/programs, what value do you give public libraries 

in Vermont? 
11) What are your suggestions for improving services/programs offered at your municipal library? 
12) How did you hear about this survey? 
13) How would you prefer to receive information about/from your municipal library? 
14) Comments/Feedback 
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The survey utilizing Microsoft Forms was opened on December 16, 2019 and remained open through 
February 15, 2020. The listed town choices were identified using the listing on the Vermont official 
website (“Town Listing”) and these towns were later linked to their respective counties per request by 
the Sponsor.  

While much positive feedback was received, there were also reports of displeasure with the wording of 
the title. The initial “Your local library wants to hear from you!” was ultimately changed to “The 
Department of Libraries wants to hear from you” to accurately reflect the Sponsor of this project. 

In addition to the choices in the survey, text responses were grouped and assigned a ‘theme’ into which 
they most closely fit. For example, a response of “be open on Sundays” would be given a theme of 
“Convenience of hours” for analysis purposes while comments relating to advertising or general public 
awareness were assigned the theme of “Outreach/Marketing”. 

It should be noted that this survey was not reviewed for statistical validity nor were the questions vetted 
through anyone other than the team, sponsor, and VCPM staff. The summary results can be found in the 
Appendix of this report. Due to the size, the full data set has been made available to the Sponsor in 
electronic format. 

Results and Findings 
The sections below include the results and findings for the topics covered by this report. 

The value of physical and digital holdings 
As described in the methods section above, an actual dollar amount for the value of physical holdings is 
best obtained through a library’s Library Management System, and as such no values are provided here.  
Rather, for the most accurate valuation, an individual library should utilize their LMS to determine the 
value specific to the physical titles they hold in their library.  

For libraries that are part of the Green Mountain Library Consortium the estimated value of the digital 
titles available in March 2020 provided by membership in the consortium is provided in Table 1, below: 

Table 1: Estimated value of digital holdings provided by the Green Mountain Library Consortium. 

Format Number of Holdings Value of Holdings 
Ebooks 15,000 $425,000  

Audiobooks 8,300 $450,000 
 

The figures in Table 1 were provided by OverDrive as the investment by the Green Mountain Library 
Consortium in developing their current collection (Preyss).  The figures represent the combined value of 
all of the shared titles available to each of the member libraries in March 2020.  Some individual libraries 
have supplemental collections through OverDrive which add to the value of their individual holdings.  
These libraries should work with OverDrive to determine the value of their subset collection and add 
that value to those listed in Table 1, above.    

If the library is not a member of the Green Mountain Library Consortium and their LMS does not 
calculate the value of digital holdings, we recommend assigning a title-based value for both ebooks and 
audiobooks based on the retail value from common digital media services such as Audible, Google Play 
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Books, Kobo, or Nook.  Conceptually this is similar to what an LMS is doing for physical holdings.  
Amazon/Kindle and Barnes and Noble online each charge around $10 for most new ebooks, including 
bestsellers ("Where to buy ebooks”), and in our opinion this is a reasonable estimate for most recent 
and popular titles in ebook format.  Older titles that exist in ebook format may need to be researched 
further, but many of these titles may have values around $3 to $5 per copy (“Where to buy ebooks”).  
This value can be applied to the older digital holdings as a best estimate for value and the total value can 
be calculated. 

For audiobooks, the method described in the Methods section suggests use of the average cost of an 
audiobook, or the use of the monthly cost for a subscription-based service.  The current monthly cost for 
Audible, the most popular audiobook platform, is $14.99 (Member Benefits), whereas the average cost 
to purchase an audiobook is often in the $20-30 range depending on the title (Kawolczyk).  For purposes 
of estimating the value of audiobooks in a collection, we conservatively recommend $15 per title.   

An additional important finding of this research was the variety of library management systems that 
exist, with many tailored for specific needs (Breeding).  For example, there are systems that focus 
specifically on small libraries (Apollo ILS by Biblionix) as well as those that serve a variety of library sizes 
(Verso by Autographics and Koha) (Library Systems Report).  There are also several open source LMS 
available, such as Koha, and there are companies like Bywater that focus on providing support to those 
open source LMS (Breeding).  These systems may be able to provide additional support for libraries 
seeking to determine the value of their holdings, but what we present here should be sufficient for 
determining an estimate of value of the largest components of a library’s holdings and should be 
applicable to the majority of public libraries in Vermont. 

Potential Value of Public Libraries to the Typical Family 
Public libraries are going through many changes to keep up with the demand of the general public. 
Today’s libraries are doing a lot more than just lending out books and offering a quiet space. In 
programs tailored to their communities’ needs, they are offering access to a wide range of products and 
services that help people save money.  In addition to traditional offerings such as paper books, 
magazines, periodical searches, and newspapers, patrons now have access to a multitude of digital 
offerings, internet use, movies, music, and training classes.  Libraries are constantly adapting to their 
community’s needs in very creative and innovative ways.  Below is a table of services and values 
reflective of a typical public library. The cost figures for the library services below were sourced from  
the Franklin-Springboro Public Library. : 
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Table 2: Potential Value of Library Programs and Services. 

 

Using this information as a  guideline, the average family of four can easily save between $500.00 and 
$1,500.00 annually by electing to utilize library services rather than going to the movie theater, 
purchasing books and music, and attending costly training and educational programs offered elsewhere.  
For example, if a family of four utilized library services to annually: watch 10 movies together, read 17 
adult books, 12 e-books, 5 children’s books, and 12 magazines, attend 5 children’s programs and 2 adult 
programs, and visit 2 museums rather than  purchasing the equivalent products or services, the savings 
would sum to $1,029.00 per Table 2, above. This example does not include other beneficial library 
services such as reference librarian assistance with database searches, meeting room use, employment 
research platforms, and general internet access. 

The direct value to library patrons can far exceed their per capita tax expenditure, resulting in a 
significant return on investment for the individual or family, as explained more in the next section of this 
report. 

Return on Investment 
The ROI of Vermont libraries in relation to consumer spending is quite good. We analyzed Vermont’s 
median household income ($60,076) and per capita income ($33,238) (US Census) in relation to the 
average annual consumer expenditure for entertainment ($3,125) and food purchased away from home 
($3,454) (US Bureau of Labor & Statistics).  This information is conveyed in Tables 3 and 4 and Figures 1 
and 2, below.    
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Table 3: Annual Income and Expenditure Data for Vermont 

VT Median Household Income  $      60,076.00  
Per Capita Income  $      33,238.00  
Average Spent on Entertainment  $         3,125.00  
Average Spent Eating Out  $         3,454.00  
Median Per Capita Tax for Libraries  $               27.02  

 

Figure 1, below, shows the same information graphically to demonstrate the magnitude of the 
differences between the amounts. 

 

Figure 1: Income and Expenditure Data for Vermont. 

 

Table 4 presents the amounts in Table 3 as a percentage of median household and per capita income, as 
well as how the median tax for libraries compares as a percentage to the amount spent on 
entertainment and eating out. 
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Table 4: Average consumer expenses compared to per capita tax to support libraries 
 

% Household 
Income 

% Per Capita % Entertainment % Eating Out 

Average Spent on Entertainment 5.20% 9.40%  -  - 
Average Spent Eating Out 5.75% 10.39% - - 

Median Per Capita Tax for Libraries 0.04% 0.08% 0.86% 0.78% 
 

We then analyzed the median household income and per capita income in relation to the per capita tax 
paid for libraries in four distinct categories, Large, Rural, Small & Tiny (Vermont Department of 
Libraries), which is shown in Table 5 and Figure 2.  Figures 3 and 4, below, show median household and 
per capita spending as compared to taxes collected for public libraries. The Department of Libraries 
informally uses services population in identifying these library categories: Large has a service population 
of above 5000, Small between 2500 and 5000, Rural between 1000-2500, and Tiny below 1000. For 
example, $23.35 is the per capita tax for one of the libraries we selected from the Large category. That 
per capita tax figure is only 0.04% of the Vermont Median Household income and 0.07% of the Vermont 
Average Per Capita Income and represents only 0.75% of the Average Annual Entertainment 
expenditure and 0.68% of the Average Annual Eating Out expenditure. This demonstrates the extremely 
low impact the per capita tax has on Median and Per Capita income and is a fraction of the 
Entertainment and Eating Out expenditures. 

Table 5: Per Capita Tax by Library Category 

Library 
Category 

Per Capita Tax % Median 
Income 

% Per Capita 
Income 

% Entertainment % Eating Out 

Large  $               23.35  0.04% 0.07% 0.75% 0.68% 
Rural  $               15.79  0.03% 0.05% 0.51% 0.46% 
Small  $               23.53  0.04% 0.07% 0.75% 0.68% 
Tiny  $               40.44  0.07% 0.12% 1.29% 1.17% 
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Figure 2: Per Capita Spending on Libraries compared to Discretionary Spending. 
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Figure 3: Spending of Per Capita Income 
 

 

Figure 4: Spending of Median Household Income 

83.42%

7.84%

8.67% 0.07%

Spending of Per Capita Income

All Other Expenses

Average Spent on
Entertainment

Average Eating Out

Median Per Capita Tax Libraries
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As represented in the table, charts, and graphs, the percentage of income spent on entertainment and 
food purchased away from home far exceeds the percentage of income invested in public libraries via 
taxes. This information offers an opportunity for public awareness and engagement. In particular, 
presenting the wide range of services and products available at the local library level, and positioning 
the cost of those services versus the costs of discretionary spending, (entertainment & take out for 
example), will demonstrate the incredibly low impact on an annual personal budget that taxes for local 
libraries generally have. Another example is to take it all the way down to the micro level, “For less than 
the cost of one weekly take out coffee, you can continue to support your local library”. 

Qualitative Analysis 
This section of the report provides the results from the survey the team conducted and includes graphs 
summarizing the data.  The raw data has also been provided by the consulting team to the Department 
of Libraries for use in additional analysis by the Department of Libraries and others. 

Geographic Distribution 
The survey collected 1233 responses. Of those 1233 participants, the three counties with the most 
respondents were Washington County with 257 responses, Chittenden County with 235 responses, and 
Windham County with 153 responses. For a full breakdown of responses by county, see Figure 5, below.  
Counties were assigned using the town given by the respondent and a town-to-county listing (“Vermont 
Municipalities”). 
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Figure 5: Survey responses by County. 

 

Distribution by Age and Household Size 
Of the 1233 responses, 788 listed themselves as being between the ages of 46 and 75. This accounts for 
64%, or almost two-thirds, of all respondents.  Figure 6 shows the age distribution of all respondents. 

Figure 6: Responses by age 
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Figure 7 shows the distribution of respondents by household size.  It shows that 777 respondents (63%) 
self-reported being members of 1 or 2 person households. 

Figure 7: Responses by household size 

 

Frequency of Visits and Communication Preferences 
As seen in Figure 8, four hundred thirty-two (432) respondents (35%) indicated they visit their library, on 
average, 1-2 times per month. It should also be noted that 328 respondents, or 27% of respondents, 
indicated 5+ average visits per month. The consulting team did look at whether a correlation exists 
between age and number of visits/month or household size and number of visits/month, but the 
number of average visits/month was consistent regardless of age and/or household size.  

Figure 8: Average number of visits per month 

 

Front Porch Forum and Social Media accounted for 1,010 selections of how respondents heard about 
the survey. It should be noted that this was a multiple-choice response. Figure 9 shows how 
respondents prefer to receive information about their library. Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of 
responses indicate an overall preference of receiving information via electronic means; 82% of the 
responses to this question identified an electronic preference. 
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Figure 9: Preference of receiving information 

 

Suggestions for Improvement 
The survey also asked for suggestions for improvement. Figure 10 shows the survey responses while 
Figure 11 further breaks down the “Other” responses into the themes identified by the consulting team. 
There may very well be a correlation between the survey choices in the survey and the theme noted as 
“Funding/Staffing/Volunteering”. The underlying issue may be that current funding and staffing levels 
do not allow for expansion of programs, services, content, and/or hours.  

 

Figure 10: Suggestions for improvement 
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Figure 11: Suggestions for improvement – breakdown of “Other” themes 

Perceived Value 
The average value given to libraries increased only slightly after displaying the range of services typically 
offered at local libraries. With 1215 individuals responding, the value given before identifying library 
programs and services had an average of 4.78 (on a scale of 1-5), while the value given after identifying 
programs and services recorded 1226 responses with an average value of 4.79. 

While there was the opportunity for respondents to add text comments attached to the “Other” 
responses, there were not statistically relevant themes which arose. To see these comments, readers 
should refer to the electronic data provided to the Department of Libraries. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
  

Recommended Value of Library Programs and Services 
After conducting the research to determine values for library programs and services and then checking 
those values with a librarian to see if any should be updated or adjusted for Vermont, we recommend 
the figures in Table 6, below, for values of some common library programs and services. 

Table 6: Recommended value of library programs and services. 

Program or Service Recommended 
Value Comments 

Adult Program Attended $15-20   
Youth Program Attended $12-15   

Children's Program Attended $10-15 Consider additional in materials or skilled 
support required 

Park/Museum Pass Borrowed $40-60 Based on four users 
Meeting Room Use (per hour) $25    

Computer Use (per house) $10-15   
 

Note that many of these recommended values exceed those listed in Table 2 in the results section 
above.  This is to account for inflation, the actual value of some of the services (like museum and park 
passes) based on our research for Vermont, and the feedback we received from an interview with a 
librarian about the value of these programs and services.  An individual library may chose to utilize these 
figures in assessing their value to their community. 

 
Marketing  
At the outset of this project, Vermont’s website for public data, https://data.vermont.gov, was 
displaying a Public Libraries dataset from 2012. The team connected the Director of Web Services at the 
Agency of Digital Services with the Department of Libraries to begin the process of updating contacts as 
well as re-establishing this data feed so that patrons can see utilization, spending, and other important 
details regarding libraries across the State of Vermont. The consulting team recommends follow up to 
ensure that this data feed is re-established successfully and maintained going forward so that these data 
continue to be available to the public. 

The consulting team, in general, was unaware of the breadth of services offered by local libraries. To 
inform taxpayers of the potential benefits and personal cost savings, it is recommended to market these 
services similar to how a vendor would market their own services. They do this by making the argument 
for cost savings while maintaining stable and reliable products, which is readily transferrable to the 
model used by public libraries. 

To make this marketing very personal and specific to individuals within the community served by each 
library, the consulting team recommends creating a Return on Investment calculator utilizing an online 
form or spreadsheet. This should be created at a centralized level and distributed for individualization 

https://data.vermont.gov/
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per library. This calculator should have the ability to calculate a value based on individual utilization (see 
“Library Use Value Calculator”) but also include the individual tax rate value in order to fully show the 
user cost savings based on current municipal budgets and taxation.  

Municipal Funding 
Municipal funding and budgeting should not only be thought of as Town Meeting Day arises. Ongoing 
budgeting and capital planning should be a regular occurrence. Continuous communication with the 
governing body of the municipality is key. Without public awareness of available municipal library 
services, support for such funding weakens over time.  The survey conducted during the development of 
this report has revealed that the general public is not fully aware of the potential advantages available 
from their municipal library which can have an impact on voting results for municipal library funding. 

This report was being finalized during the COVID-19 pandemic. Libraries, as well as many other 
municipal and private sector services, have been forced to close their doors to consumers. For many, 
this has left a gap not only in personal routine, but also for those who depend on library services due to 
the need to leverage cost savings for their families. Now, more than ever, libraries should be positioning 
themselves to answer difficult questions to not only defend their existence but also to identify and focus 
on the value they provide to the public.  

Ongoing Qualitative Analysis 
The format of this survey was chosen due to its inclusion with Microsoft Office 365 and the ease of use 
of the Forms application and by the survey respondent. Although the consulting team utilized this 
Microsoft tool, there are numerous technology offerings which can serve similar functions, many of 
which are free or include other licensing options. For comparison across all towns and counties, the 
team recommends the Vermont Department of Libraries administer this survey to gain a statewide 
awareness of how Vermonters feel about their libraries and that individual libraries conduct similar 
outreach efforts in their communities to identify local attitudes and desires. The consulting team 
recommends repeating the survey on an annual basis for awareness of community needs and gathering 
input for improvement. Ongoing feedback in the form of a survey allows the library to “take the pulse” 
of the public it serves and decrease many pressures felt during budget approval. It allows the library to 
more readily answer the “what’s in it for me?” questions that ultimately arise when asking residents to 
open their wallets.  It will also allow libraries and the Department of Libraries to better understand what 
patrons want out of their libraries and which services and programs are most valuable to the public. 

It should be noted that the consulting team was not aware of the difference between a municipal and 
incorporated library at the launch of the survey. Once the survey was launched, we were unable to edit 
questions without negating the value or intent of those responses which were already received. 
Therefore, although the Front Porch Forum ad language was revised, the question related to presence of 
a municipal library was not changed mid-survey.  The big takeaway is that language does matter, and 
potential survey questions should be reviewed and tested beforehand to avoid confusion whenever 
possible. 

The consulting team recommends that the Department of Libraries make the full dataset resulting from 
the survey available to all public libraries and the public. This information can be sorted per town to give 
each individual library a resource of comments, feedback, and areas suggested for improvement specific 
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to each library. This may provide important insight for individual libraries and help them determine 
where they want to focus their efforts going forward. 

Process Improvement 
The consulting team sees great value in undertaking a continuous improvement exercise at the 
individual library level. These exercises map processes and business flows in order to eliminate waste 
and increase efficiencies. Once processes and offerings are accurately and thoroughly documented, 
these can be reviewed for opportunities for cost-saving or greater efficiency and marketed and tracked 
accordingly to demonstrate a commitment to process improvement and responsible use of funding. 

There is also much value in developing a standard ‘menu’ from which each library can select programs 
and services that would most benefit its patrons. Standardization of offerings can be individualized per 
municipality while eliminating the need for each library to reinvent base concepts and marketing tools.  

It is worth noting that the Department of Libraries may wish to enter into master contracts from which 
local libraries can purchase goods and services with a bill back to the individual library. These goods and 
services can range from office supplies and furniture to computer hardware, infrastructure, and Library 
Management Systems. Having a consistent and centralized approach to purchasing available systems 
and products will open the potential for cross-municipality training and sharing of resources. Many 
vendors also provide reduced rates for bulk purchases through these types of contracts.  
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Appendix  
Client Consultant Agreement 
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Summary Survey Responses 
This appendix includes the summary of the survey results, including graphs. This summary may also be 
accessed electronically by visiting the Survey Analysis Page referenced in the work cited section of this 
report. 
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2. What is your age? 
 

 0-17 1 

 18-25 8 

 26-35 113 

 36-45 162 

 46-60 299 

 61-75 489 

 76+ 99 

 Prefer not to answer 18 
  
 

 

3. How many people reside in your household? 
  1 216 

  2 561 

  3 162 

  4 146 

  5 35 

  6 17 

  7+ 5 

  Prefer not to answer 3 

4. Do you have a public municipal library in 
your town? 

  Yes 1075 

  No 133 

  I don't know 13 
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5. Do you have a library card? 
  

  Yes 1115 

  No 101 

6. Please rate the following statements regarding your public municipal library 
  Strongly Disagree  Somewhat Disagree Neutral Somewhat Agree Strongly Agree 

Public libraries are assets to their communities. 

I am aware of the services provided by public 
libraries. 

Public libraries provide cost-savings to me/my 
family. 

 

7. What value do you give public libraries in Vermont? On a scale of 1-5, where 1 is the least 
value and 5 is the most value: 

1215 
Responses 

4.78 
Average Number 

 
8. On average, how many times per month do you visit a public library? 

  0 145 

  1-2 432 

  3-4 317 

  5+ 328 
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9. Were you previously aware of the range of 
services/programs offered at public libraries in 
Vermont? 

  Yes 1116 

  No 109 

10. Taking into consideration the range of services/programs, what value do you give public 
libraries in Vermont? On a scale of 1-5, where 1 is the least value and 5 is the most value: 

 1226 4.79 

             Responses           Average Number 

11. What are your suggestions for improving 
services/programs offered at your 
municipal library? 

 Offer programs at more conve…        240 

  Expand digital content offerings 293 

  Expand class offerings 352 

  Convenience of hours 388 

  Job training 124 

  Other 267 
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12. How did you hear about this survey? 
 Visiting my library              50 

  Library/town website 77 

  Social Media 166 

  Front Porch Forum 844 

  Friend 73 

  Other 62 

 

13. How would you prefer to receive 
information about/from your municipal library? 

 Email              758 

  Social Media 356 

  Phone call 15 

  Newspaper 202 

  Bulletin board at library 154 

  Front Porch Forum 655 

  Municipal website 157 

  Other 52 

14. Comments/Feedback 
454 Specific comments were received as responses to question 14.  These comments were provided 
to the Department of Libraries in electronic format and can be obtained by contacting the 
Department.     
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