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The Library Board of Queensland commissioned this
study in 2011 to demonstrate the value of public libraries
in our state. The fact that almost five out of every 10
Queenslanders are members of a public library speaks
volumes about their value to individuals, families and
communities.
We undertook this research to provide hard evidence, not
only of the value of public libraries to communities, but also
of their contribution to statewide priorities including regional
development, education, the arts, health and well-being
and the economic activity induced in the regional economy
by public library operations. This report gives library
managers the solid facts with which to advocate for their
service, particularly during funding rounds, when there are
competing calls on the public purse.
It has taken nearly a year for researchers, economists,
library specialists and writers to gather the evidence, carry
out the analysis, and produce both this report and the
detailed research document underlying it.

Public libraries have been recognised as a valued civic
asset for more than 100 years. They are so much part of
our local communities that we need to reflect on their value
in a changing landscape of digital services. While buildings
are often the most visible face of libraries, it is important to
remember the other ways in which services are delivered,
including online and through mobile units.
The State Library of Queensland plays a vital role in
partnering with the state’s public libraries and Indigenous
Knowledge Centres, and we are pleased to have directed
this project on behalf of the libraries of Queensland.
This report adds to the body of research, both national
and international, which has, over decades, consistently
quantified the value of libraries to their communities.
The findings confirm the value of public libraries in terms
of investment and perceived value to individuals in
communities. The variety of methods used to quantify this
value supports the continued investment in local public
library services in Queensland.

This thorough and definitive explanation of the library
dividend will position Queensland’s public libraries for future
growth, while ensuring they remain at the very heart of our
urban, regional and remote communities.
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THE LIBRARY DIVIDEND
Introduction
A rigorous independent assessment by a leading firm
of economists, shows that for every $100 invested by
local government and state government, Queensland
public libraries deliver $230 dollars-worth of value to their
communities.
The company commissioned to produce this report was
SGS Economics & Planning. SGS has established a
reputation as one of Australia’s foremost independent firms
engaged in urban economics, strategy and policy planning.
Its clients include government agencies, universities, NGOs
and private corporations in the Middle East, Asia and
Australasia. In 2010, it carried out a similar, highly-regarded
study into the socio-economic value of public libraries for the
State Library of Victoria and Public Libraries Victoria Network.
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The fact that libraries make a net contribution will come as
no surprise to local residents. Close to 50 per cent of all
Queenslanders are public library members, many more use
their libraries and even those who are not library users value
what libraries offer, including their contribution to:
~~ Literacy and numeracy
~~ Digital literacy
~~ Child, youth and adult education
~~ Self-directed learning
~~ Fun, recreation and entertainment.
This report quantifies a level of economic return which, in the
commercial world, would certainly have investors interested
to buy shares and benefit from this outstanding dividend.
For communities, the public library service is a solid asset,
which has made a sustained and significant contribution
over the long term.

A guide to the socio-economic value of Queensland’s public libraries
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THE BOTTOM LINE
This in-depth research
project has confirmed what
we already knew — that
Queenslanders hold their
public libraries in high
regard — and it has given
us hard evidence of their
tangible value.
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The research has quantified the library dividend as 2.3
dollars-worth of value for every dollar invested by state
and local government. This means that the state and local
government investment of $207 million in Queensland public
libraries in 2010–2011 resulted in nearly half a billion dollarsworth of value.

$207m x 2.3 = $476.1m value
$476.1m – $207m = $269.1m dividend
While the economists considered 2.3 to be ‘a sound and
conservative estimate of annual benefit’, they also said that it
could be as high as 4.1.

$207m x 4.1 = $849m value
$849 – $207m = $642m dividend

Regional comparisons
Seven case studies of library services in areas with very
different demographic profiles were investigated by the
research. The results demonstrate the diversity across
the state and the challenges for councils, especially those
serving smaller, more remote communities, where the cost
of delivery is often higher.

“We moved from overseas with very little and the library
was fantastic, both for resources and helping us
integrate into the community.”

Government
investment

Benefit cost ratio
(average)

Benefit cost ratio
(high)

$207m

2.3

4.1

Brisbane Libraries

$49.6m

2.8

5.1

Sunshine Coast Libraries

$14.7m

2.1

3.4

Queensland

The economists also looked at how public libraries stimulate
regional economies and estimated that Queensland public
libraries were responsible for:

Mackay Libraries

$3.7m

3.1

5.4

Fraser Coast Libraries

$2.7m

3.1

5.7

~~ 3,135 full-time equivalent jobs in the state.

Mount Isa Libraries

$0.7m

4.4

9.3

~~ $614m in income.

Goondiwindi Libraries

$0.3m

2.2

4.6

~~ $295m in Queensland value added (or Gross State
Product).

Paroo Libraries

$0.2m

1.5

2.8
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A STRONG BODY OF
EVIDENCE
This report presents a
strong body of evidence of
the value and contribution
of public libraries.

Methodology
SGS economists based their methodology on internationally
recognised best practice.
First, they carried out a cost benefit assessment, which
considers the economic, social and environmental costs
and benefits associated with public library services, enabling
an estimate of the dividend of public libraries. The benefits
included:
~~ Literacy initiatives, encouraging people of all ages, from
babies through to adults, to discover the joy of reading,
both for recreation and as an essential life skill.
~~ Improved education, career development and health and
well-being outcomes for Queenslanders.
~~ Services and programs such as storytimes for
preschoolers, book groups for keen readers and
computer classes for seniors.
~~ Sense of place and local amenity, with the library forming
a focal point for the city, town and community.
~~ Social interaction, with libraries as community meeting
places, whether that means a planned event or a casual
encounter between neighbours.
~~ Environmental savings — book borrowing is one of the
original examples of recycling.

“I love the mix of people it attracts; all ages from all
walks of life; I love that it promotes community.”

SGS also carried out an economic impact assessment,
which identified how public libraries stimulate regional
economies through:

They used three ways of assessing the benefits of library
services, based on surveys of nearly 5,000 library users of
seven chosen case study public library services across the
state, and a survey of more than 1,100 Queenslanders who
are not currently library users. These three ways included:

~~ Expenditure on buildings, materials and resources.

1. Asking library users to estimate how much they
would have to pay if they had to buy the services
they currently receive free of charge at their
library.

Seven library services across Queensland were chosen to
be case studies. Each represented a different demographic
profile.

Library users estimated that they would have to spend an
average of $394 a year if they bought their library services
— books, CDs, classes, internet access, programs, events
and so on — from a private business.

2. Asking library users how much time, cost and
effort it takes for them to travel to and from their
library.
On average, library users valued the time, cost and effort
incurred in getting to the library and spending time there
at $1.24 per trip. This low valuation is based on the library
being one of a number of activities per trip; with other
activities of library visitors being shopping or attending an
appointment elsewhere.

3. Asking library users and non-users how much
they would be willing to pay to keep public library
services available in their communities.
Library users said they were willing to pay an average of $52
a year to keep receiving their library service. Most people
said it was worth more, but this was all they could afford to
pay.
Even non-library users were willing to pay an average of $32
a year to make sure the community still had access to their
local library. Again, most people said it was worth more, but
this was all they could afford.

~~ Employment of staff and the resulting tax that is returned
to the civic coffers.
~~ Spending that is triggered by their use of public library
services.

~~ Brisbane — Metropolitan
~~ Sunshine Coast — High growth
~~ Fraser Coast — Disadvantaged
~~ Mackay — Regional centre with a stable population
~~ Goondiwindi — Small rural community
~~ Paroo — Less than 5,000 population
~~ Mount Isa — Resource segment.

National and international context
The findings of this study were consistent with valuations of
other libraries carried out in Australia and around the world.
In the US, a cost benefit ratio of 3:1 is common1. In Victoria,
in 2011, the Dollars, Sense and Public Libraries2 report
showed a return of $3.56 for every $1 invested. A 2008
report showed the rate of return on investment in NSW public
libraries to be between $2.82 and $4.24 per dollar spent.3
The outcome for Queensland public libraries has been
found to be, at a conservative estimate, $2.30 for every $1
invested, with an upper reach of $4.10 for every $1 invested.
A number of factors account for the differences between
the rates of return on investment in the Victorian and NSW
reports and that of Queensland, primarily population size
and density, and land mass.

“The library is an amazing place to go, staff are always
friendly, and the atmosphere makes me feel at home. I can
read a book and before I know it two hours have passed.
I like libraries.”

1
2
3
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http://www.ila.org/advocacy/pdf/WorthTheirWeight.pdf
(accessed May 2012)
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/public-libraries (accessed May 2012)
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/services/public_libraries/publications/
docs/enriching_communities.pdf (accessed May 2012)
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0%
Opening hours do
not suit me

Mount Isa

People described how they used libraries to find information
that they couldn’t find elsewhere; to complete tasks; to
achieve life goals, and to increase their sense of belonging.

10%
0%

From a community perspective, users felt libraries were
safe and pleasant places to visit, that they supported
lifelong learning, provided internet access for everyone and
encouraged responsible social behaviour (figure 1).

80%
70%

Support children's education
60%
Support children's early (0 to 5 years) development
50%
Contribute to enjoyable and meaningful pastimes
help40%
people find information not obtainable elsewhere
Facilitate informal lifelong learning
30%
20% Help people to pursue hobbies and interests
Support involvement in educational courses
10%
Foster a sense of community or belonging
0%
Enable
people to gain or improve computer skills
Assist English language skills
Help people accomplish tasks and/or achieve goals
Assist understanding of legal or medicine information
Contribute to productivity by supporting job skills and knowledge
Help people or start a business
c
Help people obtain new jobs or promotions
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Figure 35
Perceived Benefits 90%
of Queensland Public Libraries
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Library locations
are not convenient
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Figure 1: Users’ perceived community contribution of public libraries
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70%
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Library services are
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Figure 28
Perceived Community Contribution
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0%

20%

40%

60%
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100%

~~ Helping people obtain information they couldn’t find
elsewhere.
~~ Contributing to enjoyable and meaningful pastimes,
hobbies and interests.

100%
90%

~~ Supporting educational courses and lifelong learning.

80%
70%

~~ Fostering a sense of community belonging.

60%

Non-users clearly identified the role of public libraries in
community culture (figure 2).

50%
40%
30%

“Good for new parents who are away from family, you mix
with other families and become friends from socialising,
knowledge and reading skills.”
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w

rro

Ac

Bo

Bo

rro
w

bo
pr oks
i
vid nt m or
ce
eo
at oth
ss
e e
s,
in
g
CD rials r
or
s
or
ele dow
DV
ct nl
ro oa
Ds
Us nic di
ng
e
r
e
re
fe sou oth
e
re
nc rces r
e
m
at
Ac
er
ial
ce
s
ss
Us
th
e
e
th
In
te
e
rn
ot com
et
Se
h
ek
er pu
t
pu er
st
Us
a
rp s f
re ff a
e
fe ss ose or
a
r
st
ud enc ista s
At
e nc
y
te
de
e e
nd
sk nqu wi
a
/m
ir th
pr
ee ies
o
At
gr
tin
am
te
g
nd
ro
,e
om
a
ve
civ
nt
ic/
or
co
ac
m
tiv
m
ity
un
M
i
ty
ee
m
ts
ee
oc
tin
ial
g
ly
w
Re
i
t
h
ad
fri
,w
en
at
ds
lib ch
r
O ary or li
th
er mat sten
(p er to
lea ial
se s.
sp
ec
ify
)

0%

En

ov
pr

Large extent

Moderate extent
Important

Small extent

Not Important

Not provided

Don’t Know

Don’t know
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Figure 36 Figure 29
Perceived Characteristics
of Queensland
Perceived Cultural
Contribution Public Libraries

Figure 2: Non-users’ perceived community contribution of public libraries
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Being safe and pleasant places to visit

Facilitating lifelong learning and improving literacy
90%
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Encouraging
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70%
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60%
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50%
Providing public meeting places
40%
Providing information about community events
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Supporting
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Nearly 6,000
Queenslanders were
surveyed for this study and
their feedback provides
a compelling case for
why public libraries are
so important in their
communities.

Once every
1-2 weeks

15.0%

Library users valued the range of materials to support
meaningful pastimes, hobbies and interests. They also
benefited from lifelong learning, with libraries providing quiet
study areas, reference books, online databases, meeting
spaces for groups such as U3A, classes for adults and
expertise in the form of library and information professionals
on the staff.

Accompanying
others

20.0%

80%

Social

25.0%

90%

Research

30.0%

Most library users visited regularly, with a third visiting every
week and 85 per cent using the library at least once a month.
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Study/Education
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How people used their libraries
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QUEENSLANDERS
VALUE PUBLIC
LIBRARIES
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OPPORTUNITIES
AND CHALLENGES
The case studies
highlighted a number
of opportunities and
challenges facing
Queensland’s public
libraries.

Libraries promote equity of access
Opportunity: Queensland’s public libraries are overcoming
the tyranny of distance to provide a service that stretches
across the state, and with the advent of the National
Broadband Network, access to libraries will become
achievable even for those in the remotest parts. A library
card gives people the opportunity to use libraries 24/7,
carrying out research via electronic databases, downloading
ebooks, searching the catalogue and requesting books.
Challenge: According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics
figures4, at June 2011, 92 per cent of Queensland had a
population density of less than one person per square
kilometre. By comparison with Queensland’s average of
2.6 people per square kilometre, New South Wales had 9
people per square kilometre and Victoria had 25.

For every $100 invested in public libraries,
communities gain $230 worth of benefit
Opportunity: This report is solid evidence that investment
in public libraries provides significant benefits for our
communities. There is an opportunity to boost library
funding to increase the benefits for Queenslanders.

Public library expenditure per capita
2010/11
SA

$56.27

WA

$43.57

NSW

$43.56

QLD

$41.39

NT

$39.67

TAS

$39.45

VIC

$37.14

ACT

$35.64

Many Queenslanders only have access to the
internet through public libraries
Opportunity: Public libraries bridge the digital divide. For
those who use computers at work or at home, it may seem
natural for everyone to be equally well placed. In some
communities in Queensland, though, 40 per cent of the
population would not have access to computers and the
internet if it weren’t for their public library.
Challenge: The pace of change means that IT is a high
cost item on the library budget. Staff training is needed to
keep up with the changes to software and the arrival of
new media platforms — especially social media. There is
the issue of speed (library computers are sometimes slow,
due to the limitations of bandwidth) and the introduction of
wifi as a standard service. Technology opens up enormous
opportunities for increasing people’s access to leisure,
learning and cultural resources, but it does so at a cost
which is difficult to maintain.

More than 20 million library visits and 630,000
participants in 30,000 programs annually, and
demand is still growing
Opportunity: While books and reading will always be a
core library service, more and more programs and events
are taking place in libraries and library users are urging
longer opening hours so that people who work office hours
are able to participate in these community activities.
Challenge: Library users’ expectations have increased.
There is now a greater demand for a broader range of
services and yet there is little or no extra budget to pay
for the staff and resources to deliver these services.
This growing demand also puts pressure on the many
Queensland public library services that have less available
floor space per head of population than is specified in the
State Library’s guidelines.

Libraries support literacy and learning
Opportunity: According to the Adult Literacy and Life
Skills survey (2006)6, some 46 per cent of adult Australians
struggle with basic literacy. Libraries for Literacy 7 is a
framework developed by the State Library of Queensland in
2011, in consultation with the state’s public libraries, which
describes how libraries will contribute to improved literacy
levels for all age groups.

“Libraries have been an important part of both my
education and my life.”

Source: Australian public library statistics (2010–2011)5
Challenge: Maintaining service levels in a growing
state with competing funding priorities. For less than
$42 per person each year (the price of two new books),
Queenslanders borrow books, ebooks, CDs and DVDs;
read newspapers and magazines; find information; attend
programs, events or activities; access the internet; seek
the assistance of library and information professionals; use
the study, meeting and lounge areas and search electronic
resources.

4

5
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http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/
Latestproducts/3218.0Main%20Features1201011?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno
=3218.0&issue=2010-11&num=&view= (accessed May 2012)
http://www.nsla.org.au/publication/australian-public-librariesstatistical-report-2010-2011

6
7

http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/B22
A471C221C7BADCA2573CA00207F10/$File/42280_2006%20
(reissue).pdf (accessed May 2012)
http://www.slq.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/202043/
Literacy_Framework_web.pdf (accessed May 2012)

“The library is a place where all people can go and have
access to resources and be treated the same.”
A guide to the socio-economic value of Queensland’s public libraries
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A POSITIVE FUTURE
FOR QUEENSLAND
PUBLIC LIBRARIES
Public libraries are facing an
exciting period of transition,
brought about by new
technologies, demographic
shifts, and different ways of
living and working.
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New and extended uses will result in changes to the way
libraries operate. For example, they will need to be open
at different times for visitors, provide 24/7 online access
to electronic resources and integrate ebooks into their
collections. Staff will require a range of skills in addition to
their traditional library training.

In summary:

Library teams in Queensland are ready to meet the
challenge.

~~ Close to half of all Queenslanders are library members.

The Library Dividend is an important piece of evidence
about the value of Queensland public library services. It
enables public library managers to move forward with
confidence in the face of the challenges and opportunities
that lie ahead, not least the need to increase library budgets
to accommodate the growing demands on staff, space,
resources and collections.

~~ Public libraries return between $230 and $410 for every
$100 invested.

“I just observe because I live in a small community how
very many people use it. I believe it fills a huge gap socially
where people are lonely.”

~~ They are highly valued by library users.
~~ They are also valued by non-library users.

Public libraries are a vital community asset and provide
an exceptional return on investment for state and local
government.

“Libraries are an asset to any town, they are as necessary
as a grocery shop.”

A guide to the socio-economic value of Queensland’s public libraries
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