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Comparing National and Colorado  
Interlibrary Loan Data 

 
Trends identified in Colorado are also occurring 
nationally, although not to the same extent in 
most areas 
 Nationally, non-returnable items loaned 

decreased by 5.3% (more than three times 
Colorado’s decrease) 

 Returnable items loaned increased by 34.0% 
nationally, which is just over half that of 
Colorado’s growth of 64.7% 

 Non-returnable items borrowed nationally 
decreased by 1.6%, much less than 
Colorado’s decrease of 18.4% 

 Returnable items borrowed nationally 
increased by a notable 40.8%, but 
Colorado’s increase of 107.4% is 
substantially larger 

 
 
Interlibrary loan (ILL) in Colorado academic 
libraries is headed in two different directions, per 
figures reported by the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES).i  Two types of items 
are involved in ILL returnable items and non-
returnable items. 
 
Returnable items are materials the lending library 
expects to be returned, such as books, sound 
recordings, audiovisual materials, and microfilm 
reels.  Non-returnable items are materials that do 
not need to be returned, such as photocopies, print 
copies from microfilm, electronic and full-text 
documents.ii 
 
Colorado’s academic libraries experienced an 
interesting combination of changes in interlibrary 
loan traffic between 2000 and 2006.   A large 
increase in interlibrary loans for returnable items 
occurred, while interlibrary loans for non-returnable 
items decreased.  (See Chart 1.) 

• ILL for returnable items increased 83.0%, from 156,842 to 287,000 
• ILL for non-returnable items decreased 10.7%, from 188,896 to 168,693 

 
Chart 1

Colorado Academic Library ILL Traffic, 2000-2006
By Item Return Status
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Interlibrary loan can be further divided into items provided and items received.  Provided 
items are materials loaned by the academic library via ILL and received items are materials 
borrowed by the academic library via ILL.   
 
Items Provided (Loaned) 
Between 2000 and 2006, items provided by Colorado’s academic libraries had a slight 
decrease for non-returnable items and a significant increase in returnable items.  (See Chart 
2.) 

• ILL for non-returnable items provided decreased from 86,184 to 84,879, a drop of 
1.5% 

• ILL for returnable items provided rose from 89,599 to 147,529, an increase of 64.7% 
 

Chart 2
Colorado Academic Library ILL Traffic, 2000-2006

Provided (Loaned) Items by Item Return Status
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Items Received (Borrowed) 
A larger change was seen among items received by Colorado’s academic libraries between 
2000 and 2006.  The decrease was sharper for non-returnable items received than that of 
items provided and the number of returnable items received more than doubled between 
2000 and 2006.  (See Chart 3.) 

• ILL for non-returnable items received decreased from 102,712 to 83,814, a drop of 
18.4% 

• ILL for returnable items received rose from 67,243 to 139,471, an increase of 
107.4% 
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Chart 3
Colorado Academic Library ILL Traffic, 2000-2006
Received (Borrowed) Items by Item Return Status
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Why the ups and downs? 
A likely reason for the decrease in non-returnable ILL requests is the increasing availability 
of electronic full-text databases offered by academic libraries.  The ease, convenience, and 
immediacy of downloading a full-text article when needed could decrease the need for 
copied articles to be sent from one library to another. 
 
Anne K. Beaubien, in her ARL White Paper (2007), suggests that ILL requests have 
increased in the past few years because there has been “an increase in discovery tools, 
such as indices, search the Web, and Google Books that [have] augmented people’s 
awareness of publications.”iii  With the increased knowledge of what is available, it is 
possible that students, faculty, and staff are increasingly utilizing ILL at academic libraries.   
 
The larger increase in Colorado’s ILL, as compared to the national increase, could be 
related to Prospector, a service provided by the Colorado Alliance of Research Libraries.  
Prospector is the unified catalog of twenty-three academic, public, and special libraries in 
Colorado and Wyoming.iv  Fifteen of the twenty-three participating libraries are academic 
libraries.  The accessibility of searching the catalogs of twenty-three libraries across the 
state could account for Colorado’s larger increase in ILL for returnable items.   
 
Rose Nelson, Systems Librarian for the Colorado Alliance of Research Libraries, said, “I 
think one of the benefits of having a union catalog where most of the libraries run the same 
ILS, such as in the case of our INN-Reach system, is that patron placed holds are a 
seamless process; which in turn, increases ILL usage.” v  She also attributes the increase in 
ILL usage to the statewide courier service.  “[T]his coupled with Prospector is much of the 
reason ILL usage is so high in Colorado.”5 
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Conclusion 
It is known that Colorado’s ILL usage for non-returnable items is going down and ILL usage 
for returnable items is clearly going up.  However, it is not known for sure what is causing 
these trends in ILL in Colorado.  Increased full-text options, Prospector, and the statewide 
courier service are all strong possibilities.   
 
 
Sources 
                                                 
i NCES Academic Library Surveys for 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006.  The Academic Library Survey (ALS) is 
conducted by the NCES biennially.  Data is collected regarding library services, collections, library staff, 
expenditures, electronic services, and information literacy.  See: 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/getpubcats.asp?sid=041#. 
 
ii NCES E.D. Tab Academic Libraries:  2000.  See:  http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2004/2004317.pdf. 
 
iii Beaubien, Anne K.  (2007).  ARL White Paper on Interlibrary Loan.  Retrieved August 28, 2008, from 
http://www.arl.org/bm~doc/ARL_white_paper_ILL_june07.pdf.   
 
iv About the Prospector Colorado Unified Catalog.  Retrieved November 4, 2008, from 
http://prospector.coalliance.org/screens/about_prospector.html.  
 
v Email communication with Rose Nelson of the Colorado Alliance of Research Libraries, November 13, 2008. 
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Librarian salaries in Colorado’s larger public libraries are keeping pace with national 
averages, according to data collected by the Library Research Service and the American 
Library Association’s (ALA) annual salary survey. 
 

Chart 1 
Comparison of Average Public Library Staff Salaries 

for Colorado and the U.S. 2008
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Salaries for managers/supervisors in Colorado libraries were nearly equal to the national 
average. Salaries for all other positions lagged behind the national statistics by an 
average of about $900 annually. (See Chart 1.) 
 
The ALA survey found librarian salaries nationwide gained 2.8 percent between 2006 
and 2007 for all positions in public libraries of all sizes. In Colorado libraries serving 
populations of 25,000 or more, salaries for all positions increased an average of 5.6 
percent between 2006 and 2007.  
 
Note: The averages used in this article were calculated using average salaries reported 
by LRS and the ALA salary survey for libraries serving populations over 25,000. In 2007, 
26 public libraries in Colorado served populations over 25,000. Because job duties and 
descriptions in smaller libraries tend to vary widely and are therefore more difficult to 
compare, smaller libraries were not included in this analysis.  



 ED3/110.10/No. 267 February 5,2009 

Fast Facts – Recent Statistics from the Library Research Service 
Colorado State Library • Colorado Department of Education 

Library & Information Science Program • Morgridge College of Education • University of Denver 
© 2009 • Permission granted to reproduce for nonprofit purposes 

ABOUT THIS ISSUE
Author: Briana Hovendick, DU-LRS Research Fellow 

Library Research Service • 201 East Colfax Avenue, Suite 309 • Denver, Colorado 80203-1799 
Phone 303.866.6900 • E-mail: LRS@LRS.org • Web site: www.LRS.org 

 
 
Sources 

 

Grady, J. & Davis, D. (2008). 2008 ALA-APA Salary Survey: Librarian – Public and Academic. American 
Library Association – Allied Professional Association.  

Library Research Service. (2008). 2007 Colorado Public Library Annual Report (Survey). 
www.lrs.org/public/stats.php?year=2007. 
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Books 
During times of a slowing economy and the tightening of 
city, state, and national budgets, it is important to prepare 
for how to best meet the needs of library patrons.  
Studying trends in library material price changes helps to 
anticipate the challenges of collection development.  
Libraries face ever-increasing prices for materials and on a 
yearly basis the prices go up and down, but the overall 
trend is a steady increase in prices. 

The 2008 Book Prices Fast 
Facts includes data from 
2004 to present and is 
compiled from the book 
wholesaler Baker & Taylor 
and its subsidiary, YBP 
Library Services.  Past data 
has been compiled from 
Bowker’s Books in Print.  

Trade paperbacks are leading price increases with a 20.2 
percent change between 2004 and 2007.  Continuing this 
trend, prices would increase approximately 4 percent per year. (See Chart 1.) 

Chart 1
Average US Book Prices 2004 to 2009
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During this same period, audio book prices experienced the second highest increase with a 
change of 13.1 percent.  Although audio book prices tend to fluctuate up and down along 
with audio book sales, overall prices are trending up 2.5 percent per year. (See Chart 1.) 
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The desire to provide library patrons with materials on multiple platforms is increasing the 
sales of electronic books (e-books).  Prices rose drastically with an increase of 37.8 percent 
between 2005 and 2006 following an average sales increase of 34.5 percent between 2004 
and 2006.  YBP Library Services believes that e-book prices have stabilized with market 
demand.  Future price increases are expected to be less volatile, likely following print book 
pricing trends.1

 
Newspapers and Periodicals 
While the material price of international newspapers has remained steady, the cost of 
shipping has brought about a recent sharp increase in the absolute price. (See Chart 2.) The 
number of U.S. newspapers is slowly decreasing and the price change has been relatively 
small.  Increasing popularity of the online news format is forcing some newspapers to keep 
prices low, or move to online only formats, in order to stay competitive.3

 

Periodical prices rose 39.2 percent between 2004 and 2008. However, prices may increase 
around 6.7 percent in both 2009 and 2010. (See Chart 2.)  According to The Bowker Annual 
Library and Book Trade Almanac, 53rd Edition, periodical publishers are looking for better 
ways to price periodicals because libraries are having difficulty affording print and online 
versions of journals.3   

Chart 2
Average US Newspaper and Periodical 
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Sources 
                                                 
1 Bruning, N.  (October, 2008).  Annual Book Price Update.  YBP Library Services.  Retrieved on 
November 15, 2008 from http://www.ybp.com/book_price_update.html. 
2 Bogart, D. (ed.). (2008). The Bowker Annual Library and Book Trade Almanac, 53rdEdition. 2008. 
New Providence, NJ: R. R. Bowker. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Van Orsdel, L., & Born, K. (2008). Embracing Openness. Library Journal (1976), 133(7), 53-8. 
Retrieved October 28, 2008, from Library Lit & Inf Full Text database. 
5 Bogart, D. (2008). 
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Would you recommend getting an MLIS to a new graduate? This question, recently 
posed on libnet (a Colorado-based library listserv), prompted an immediate flurry of 
thoughtful responses. The number and intensity of the responses inspired us to launch the 
Library Research Service’s inaugural 60-Second Survey, "The Value of an MLIS to You."  
Distributed primarily via listservs and blog posts, the survey response was tremendous. 
There were almost 2,000 responses, including respondents from each of the 50 states and 6 
continents. But, the respondents didn't stop at just answering the questions. More than 
1,000 of them left over 56,000 words worth of comments further explaining their thoughts 
and feelings about the value of a Master Library and Information Science (MLIS) degree. 
Clearly, librarians feel passionately about this topic. 
 
In the style of the online reader poll (à la CNN), the survey was short and to the point. With a 
single purpose, to capture librarians’ gut-reaction to “is an MLIS worth it,” respondents were 
asked just seven questions, including the two key questions: 1) Do you feel your MLIS 
degree was/is worth the time and money invested in it? 2) If asked today, would you 
recommend pursuing an MLIS degree? 
 
 

Respondents' Perceptions of the Value of an MLIS Degree 
By Years Since Earning Degree
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The survey found that overall, librarians are satisfied with their MLIS degree and would 
recommend it to others. Nine out of ten (89%) said they felt the degree was worth the time 
and money they invested in it.  Only slightly fewer (86%) said they would recommend the 
degree to others. Perhaps not surprisingly, those who stay in librarianship are most apt to 
value their MLIS.  An astonishing 95% of librarians that received their degree 16 or more 
years ago felt their degree was worth it. They were also the most likely to recommend the 
degree to others (89%). Those who graduated in the last five years were the least likely to 
feel their MLIS had value, with 81% indicating the degree was worth it and 82% indicating 
they would recommend it to others. Still, more than eight out of ten recent grads thought the 
MLIS worth the investment. 
 
There are undoubtedly many reasons for this gap in the perceived value of the degree 
between MLIS graduates. Based on the comments, newly minted MLISers were concerned 
about job availability, adequate compensation, and paying off student loans. Whereas many 
of the respondents who had had their degree for a longer period of time commented that 
their MLIS was valuable in their career. However, they also expressed concern that the 
profession had changed considerably from when they were new MLIS recipients and they 
pondered the value of the degree, as well as the future of the librarianship in the age of 
Google. (For more on the comments see Fast Facts no. 270). 
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by MLIS Status
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Non-MLIS respondents had a very different opinion about the value of a master of library 
science degree with only 58% saying it is worth the time and money invested in it. Given 
that they chose not to pursue an MLIS, this attitude seems quite logical. Many non-MLIS 
respondents commented that there was no financial or other benefit to getting an MLIS. 
Frequently these respondents said they were in a community or institution that did not pay 
more or promote staff based on MLIS status. In addition, some respondents didn’t find value 
in the degree because they felt the work done in libraries could be done as well—or better—
by paraprofessionals. 
 
This survey was conceived with the intention of 
quickly measuring the opinions on the value of an 
MLIS degree. Because the respondents to this 
survey were a self-selected group, there is no 
way to generalize the results to apply to all 
librarians or the profession as a whole. In other 
words, this was not setup as a scientific study 
with a representative sample. Based on the 
distribution of people and library jobs in the 
United States, we received more responses from 
the West (38% of U.S. respondents) and 
Northeast (37%) than would be expected, and fewer from the Midwest (12%) and South 
(13%). However, there were no significant differences between regions in responses to most 
of the questions, and in particular to whether they would recommend the degree. 
 
It seems clear that librarians find their MLIS degrees valuable and they would recommend 
the degree—and by implication the profession—to others. The overwhelming response to 
this quick survey suggests that there is room for further study into the value of an MLIS. 
There are larger issues, as well as subtleties, that need to be explored.  
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Definition of Comment Categories 
• Perception of the profession:  relating to the 

public’s view and/or appreciation of librarianship 
• Job market:  availability of professional 

positions for MLIS holders and the ease or 
difficulty in obtaining those positions 

• Intrinsic value:  personal values and beliefs 
related to working in the profession 

• Personal Financial Impact:  the cost of the 
degree and the salaries earned post-degree 

• MLIS content:  MLIS degree programs and 
curriculum 

• Career advancement:  the ability to advance in 
a library career 

 
 
 
In May 2008, the LRS 60-Second Survey, “The Value of an MLIS to You,” was released, 
prompted by a 2008 posting on a Colorado-based library listserv that asked a simple 
question: Would you recommend an MLIS degree to a recent college graduate? 
Enthusiastic responses to the listserv question from dozens of people inspired the Library 
Research Service to create its own survey, distributed mostly via listservs and blogs. Almost 
2,000 responses from all 50 states and six continents were received, and over half included 
voluntary comments further explaining respondents’ thoughts about the MLIS degree.  
Overall, the results of the survey showed that respondents do value the MLIS.  Nine out of 
ten (89%) respondents said their degree was worth the investment.  However, not quite as 
many would recommend the degree to others (86%).1  This is a small difference, and it and 
other subtleties of the responses may be explained in the many thoughtful comments left by 
respondents. 
 
In reviewing more than 1,000 comments received on the “Value of an MLIS to You” survey, 
many themes emerged and most fell into six categories.  These categories were the overall 
perception of the profession, the job market, the intrinsic value of the degree, personal 
financial impact, MLIS content, and career advancement.  Each comment was tagged with 
the categories that it covered, and whether the comment was perceived to be positive or 
negative.  
 
Many comments mentioned more than 
one theme and were included in multiple 
categories.  Chart 1 shows the number of 
times a category was mentioned at least 
once in a comment.  Chart 2 shows the 
number of responses that were perceived 
as positive and negative in each category.  
No comments were tagged as both 
positive and negative within a category, 
but some respondents did make positive 
comments in one category and negative 
comments in another category.  The 
overall tone of the comments is analyzed 
later in this Fast Facts.  The categories 
are discussed in order of most positive 
response received to least positive 
response received. 

                                                 
1 For complete findings from the survey, see:  Fast Facts no. 269 
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“For me, the value of the MLIS 
lies in the feeling of having a 
fulfilling, important career. Every 
day I feel as though I am making 
a difference. The degree was 
worth the money in the knowledge 
I have utilized every day alone. If I 
could go back, I would do it 
again.” 

“It was the only way I 
could obtain a 
professional position. 
Right now, our library 
is being cut. MLIS 
positions were saved.” 
 

 
Intrinsic Value 
 
Comments that were categorized as relating to intrinsic value were overwhelmingly positive.  
Ninety-eight percent (167) were categorized as positive – more so than any other category. 
The comments in this category were defined as those that mentioned personal values and 
beliefs. 
 
The intrinsic value of the MLIS degree was regarded positively in multiple respects that 
included recognizing librarianship as an opportunity to contribute to society and being a part 
of a profession that is congruous with their value system.  Respondents articulated many 
underlying values, including the defense of intellectual freedom, the search for truth, 
provision of sound information, and betterment of self and community.  Other respondents 
mentioned that the degree gave them the capacity to shape their interests and talents into a 
fulfilling career that they love and enjoy.  Based on their remarks, most of these respondents 
implied that job satisfaction has value above monetary compensation.  

 
The few respondents in this category who left 
comments perceived as being negative expressed 
personal preferences for paraprofessional work, 
and a dislike of the role of politics in libraries. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Career Advancement 
 
More comments referred to career advancement than any other category.  Of the 393 
comments related to career advancement, almost nine out of ten (89%) were positive.  
These respondents seemed to feel that the MLIS is essential for a successful career in 
libraries.  Many stated specifically that they had advanced 
and experienced flexibility in their own career due to the 
MLIS degree.  For many respondents the value of the MLIS 
degree is exhibited in the number and type of opportunities 
available when one has the degree.  Some wrote that the 
degree turned what was formerly just a job into a profession, 
and others commented on the portability of the degree and 
the wide range of opportunities available to MLIS graduates.  
Others mentioned the salary increases that came with the 
degree as proof of its value.   
 
 
 
 

“This degree has allowed me to get a job 
that I enjoy – that is worth every penny I 
lost from a higher paying job that I hated.” 
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“I started studying for my MLS when I was 44. I had already worked in libraries for 8 
years and wondered if it would be too late for it to make a difference in my career. It 
has! It opened many professional doors for me and today I am the director of our 
public library.” 

“I wouldn't recommend that someone get a 
degree, except that it's a requirement for 
the job. There is no real content to an MLS 
degree… the MLS curriculum was really 
very silly. Not graduate level work at all.” 

“The value of the degree is completely dependent on the experience the student 
intends to have. Some will treat the MLIS like it is a true graduate degree; others will 
treat LIS school like it is trade school, or a rite of passage. Some students will leave 
LIS school with a line for the resume; others will leave with a robust curriculum vitae 
that will only continue to develop.” 

 

Some respondents who didn’t have the degree would recommend it for others, but said they 
chose not to pursue it because it would not bring any career advances or pay increases, 
often due to personal factors  (e.g., the respondent was unable to relocate or the rural library 
they worked for did not employ degreed librarians).   
 
 
MLIS Content 
 
Comments in this category related to the quality and 
value of the MLIS degree program and/or 
coursework. MLIS content was mentioned in 376 
comments, making it the second most common 
theme, and one of the most divisive. Respondents 
expressed strong opinions, both positive and 
negative, about the MLIS. 
 
Comments in this category that were perceived as 
being positive (60%) usually referred to the MLIS 
degree as an essential foundation that provided 
theoretical and historical grounding for the profession 
and contributed to a common culture among 
librarians.  
 
Some respondents stressed that in order to be successful, the MLIS student would need to 
pursue practical experience and participate in professional development activities in addition 
to their formal education. 

 
However, 41 percent of comments related 
to MLIS content were perceived as being 
negative. These respondents voiced 
disappointment with their degree 
programs, criticizing the relevance and 
academic rigor of their courses. Some felt 
the curriculum was outdated, and 

“Learning the theory behind 
what we do is important, and 
is a framework for decisions 
that we make. I learned about 
sources and services that I 
use to this day. A lot of what I 
learned has changed, and a 
lot was not even invented 
(internet, for one), but I've 
been able to adapt because I 
had the foundation of 
knowledge.” 
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“It has been an unbelievably frustrating, sad, disheartening 
experience to work so hard for a degree with so little 
economic or professional value. I simply cannot find work, 
and after 6 years of looking, I am giving up on the field.” 

“Marketed effectively, these 
skills open up many 
opportunities within the 
"traditional" boundaries of our 
profession, as well as outside of 
those boundaries.” 

“Given the low wages and poor 
opportunities for advancement in the 
field, within my geographic area 
anyway, I'm questioning whether all 
the debt I went in to get my MLIS 
was worth it. And I was one of the 
lucky ones in my class who got a full-
time job shortly after graduation.” 

“If you were to judge an MLS 
on a strictly monetary ROI 
[return on investment], no one 
in their right mind would get 
one… the only thing keeping 
libraries going is the sincere 
love for the job that many of us 
have.” 

lamented the lack of technology, management, or library instruction courses. Several wrote 
that the skills they learned on the job were more valuable than the skills they learned in 
school or negated the need for an MLIS entirely. 
 
Job Market 
 
Several respondents voiced frustrations with the job market – their comments were 
generally perceived as negative.  Of the 132 comments tagged as job market, 91 of them 
were categorized as negative.  Many argued that the market is saturated, especially in areas 

where there are one or 
more library schools.  
Without additional data, 
it is impossible to know 
whether the dearth of 
job opportunities was 
real or perceived, but the 

presence of this theme indicates it is a legitimate concern for those who commented. Some 
comments explained that the job market is tight especially for those without library 
experience and for those who are unwilling to relocate for a position.  Some mentioned the 
notion that new librarians have been drawn to the field, due in part to the oft-cited librarian 
shortage brought about by the large number of librarians expected to retire. Many expressed 
feelings that the librarian shortage has not materialized 
and would not materialize any time soon.   
 
A few respondents, however, noted that the variety of 
career possibilities for graduates made the MLIS a 
valuable degree, and their comments were often 
perceived as positive. 
 
 
Personal Financial Impact 
 
Of the 224 comments that mentioned personal financial impact, 77 percent were perceived 
as negative. Several respondents mentioned the struggle to pay back student loans on 

librarian salaries; others wrote they would only 
recommend the degree to someone with 
significant existing financial support. A few 
commented that in hindsight they wished they 
had pursued more lucrative professional 
degrees, 
such as 
business 
or 
computer 
science.  

Those who referred to personal financial impact in 
what was perceived to be a positive light usually 
mentioned salary gains or promotions that came after 
obtaining the MLIS.   
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“I love being a librarian, but I am disappointed that 
librarians have such a low level of recognition by the 
community. Unlike teachers, our profile as perceived by 
the public has never changed. I think that is the main 
reason that libraries are the first department or institution 
cut when money tightens up. We need to do a much 
better job clarifying what we do that helps the community. 
We do much more and our libraries offer more than 
people realize. We need to make libraries indispensable 
to the communities.” 

“The perception the degree carries with 
potential employers, especially public 
library trustees, is of more value than 
the practical skills taught in pursuit of 
the degree.” 

Perception of the Librarian Profession 
 
Ninety-two comments mentioned the public’s perception of the library profession.  More than 
five out of six reflected a negative perception of the profession (86%). These comments 
were defined as those that discussed the public view of librarians and/or the MLIS. 
 
Many respondents wrote of a general lack of understanding of a librarian’s educational 
background and role in the community.  Some comments perceived as negative in this 
category discussed the low pay of some MLIS 
graduates as a constant reminder that the public 
does not have a particularly positive perception of 
librarians, if they have any perception at all.  Some 
noted a recent rise in staffing paraprofessionals in 
librarian roles and felt this practice diminishes the 
value of the degree in the eyes of the public and the 
eyes of MLIS graduates.   According to some 
respondents, librarians are individually and collectively responsible for promoting their own 
professional value to the public and have disregarded this responsibility in the past. 
 
The few positive comments in this category mentioned the value of the degree in the eyes of 
library directors and trustees.  These respondents wrote that the degree demonstrated a 

commitment to libraries, life-
long learning, communities, 
and one’s own career and 
education.  Only a couple of 
respondents stated that they 
felt respected and 
appreciated by the public. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In the over 1,000 comments left by respondents, many lauded the degree and profession in 
one or more categories.  About 43 percent of comments had a positive tone only and 28 
percent had a “mixed” tone, meaning the comment had both a positive and negative tone. 
Less than one in 5 respondents (19%) had a negative only comment. (See Chart 3.)  Just 
over 100 comments were not applicable to this analysis and were labeled “unrelated.” These 
comments were either personal comments or too vague to infer meaning. 
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Chart 3
Number of Comments Perceived as Positive, Negative, Mixed or 

Unrelated in Overall Tone
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The positive comments reflected on a love of the profession, the necessity of the MLIS for 
career advancement, and an overall belief that the MLIS program content provides a 
fundamental foundation of knowledge to thrive in the profession.  
 
The negative comments acknowledged concern with the job market, post MLIS personal 
financial impact, and the perception of the profession.  These concerns caused hesitation for 
respondents in recommending the MLIS degree to others.  However, many respondents 
who mentioned negatives also made positive 
comments in other categories.  
 
There are two sides to the value of an MLIS 
degree “coin” and it is necessary to examine 
both the positives and negatives.  The 
comments indicate that librarians clearly value 
the MLIS degree. At the same time, they have 
many real-life concerns.  Armed with this 
knowledge, library leaders and library educators 
can advocate more effectively for librarians and 
enhance the value of the degree for all.  
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“Repeat after me: I will be cognizant of realistic 
expectations (salary, daily activities, career 
advancement/opportunities, freebies etc) in my 
chosen career - libraries or otherwise -my 
interests and desired location must match supply 
and demand for a realistic match -a sense of 
entitlement won't get me a job, much less one I 
really think I should have -choosing among my 
options carefully, and with work and some good 
fortune, will increase my chances of a having a 
great career I love!” 
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“I am torn between not recommending and recommending pursuing a MLIS degree… While 
I value my degree and what I have learned, entering the profession has been disappointing 
and frustrating.” 
 
“The job market is extremely glutted, while at the same time people outside of the profession 
are seeing less and less value in paying for a professional librarian. It's a really terrible job 
market right now, yet ALA and library schools are doing absolutely nothing to address these 
very serious problems.” 
 
“The MLIS reflects our earlier vision and mission but may not address the present and future 
as well as it should.”  
 
After hours of skimming responses to the Library Research 
Service’s MLIS value survey1, I suppose a bit of self-doubt was 
inevitable. 
 
As a student only a few months away from my own MLIS, the 
stress of exams and projects is gradually being replaced by 
another, more nebulous anxiety: the fear that I won’t be able to 
find a professional job, especially once the bills for my student 
loans start showing up in the mailbox. More than that, will the 
job translate into a rewarding career and a decent lifestyle? 
Here, directly from the folks in the trenches, were words that 
spoke to my anxieties, and they weren’t exactly comforting.  
 
Discussing it over lunch with another student who was busy 
analyzing her own survey responses, I was relieved to hear 
she felt the same way. As with most of our peers, we had not 
made the decision to attend library school lightly. Despite the promise of rising entry-level 
salaries, retirements, and plentiful opportunities, we knew we’d have to be good, 
exceptionally good, to get a foot in the door. It was still sobering to read the words of 
anonymous librarians who regarded library school as a bad investment or a waste of time.  
 
I took a break from the survey. After the threat of an existential crisis had passed, I thought 
about the comments in a more objective way. What were the lessons here for students who 
have signed the promissory notes on their loans and committed to the library field? After all, 
if 89 percent of the respondents felt their degrees were worth the time and money invested, 
and if 86 percent would recommend the MLIS degree to someone else, the comments 
shouldn’t necessarily be discouraging.  
 
Here, in no particular order, are the lessons for new professionals that I gleaned from the 
survey comments. 
 

1. Have realistic expectations. Know what kinds of salary you can reasonably expect, 
what your day-to-day activities will be, what skills you’ll need, and what kind of 
opportunities for advancement may (or may not) present themselves. And no, you 
will not make as much money as you’d like in your first professional job. As one 
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respondent put it “Don’t just get a public library reference position and hope to get 
rich off of it.” Well said. 

 
2. Be willing to relocate. Opportunity is tied to geography. In general, the closer you 

live to a library school, the more competition you’ll face for entry-level positions. It is 
highly unlikely that you’ll get the perfect job within walking distance of that perfect 
apartment. The farther you’re willing to go, the more opportunities will present 
themselves. 

 
3. Think about your skills in the broader context. In an information economy, library 

skills are useful in myriad settings. Think about all the ways you could use your MLIS 
training outside of the traditional library, including corporate and business 
environments. Tailor your course plan to prepare you for all types of information 
work, and don’t neglect the skills you may have developed in earlier incarnations of 
your career. 

 
4. Commit to lifelong learning. Some respondents claimed their library programs 

didn’t adequately prepare them to work with the technology they were required to 
master, or that the training was obsolete within a few years of earning the degree. 
Given how rapidly libraries are changing, the onus is on us to make sure our skills 
remain current.  

 
5. Respect paraprofessionals. Not everyone in Library Land chooses to pursue an 

MLIS, and many of those who forgo the degree have pretty pragmatic reasons for 
doing so. The degree does provide valuable theoretical grounding, but considering 
how much all of us actually learn on the job, lack of an MLIS shouldn’t necessarily 
negate years of library experience.   

 
6. Your degree has as much value as you give it. Most professions are vulnerable to 

the forces of burnout, and librarianship is no exception. No, libraries and librarians 
are not always as well-respected as they should be. But if we respect ourselves and 
value our skills, it really shouldn’t matter when an acquaintance is baffled by the 
need for an advanced degree. If you’re lucky enough to have had a rewarding 
educational experience and a career you enjoy (most of the time, anyway), then the 
degree was probably worth it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 For more on the findings from the “60-Second Survey: The Value of an MLIS to You” see Fast Facts 
nos. 269 & 270. 
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It’s no secret that public libraries provide essential services to their patrons and are 
important resources for their communities. Intrinsic values are easy to understand, but 
actual values can be difficult to quantify. For every dollar spent on public libraries in 
Colorado, how much is returned to the community? Approximately $5 – according to a study 
conducted by the Library Research Service (LRS).  
 
The LRS report, Public Libraries – A Wise Investment: A Return on Investment Study of 
Colorado Libraries details the results of a study utilizing a multiple case study approach to 
quantify the return on investment (ROI) to taxpayers for eight public libraries in Colorado. 
These libraries represented geographically, economically, and demographically diverse 
regions of state, and included three large Front Range libraries (Denver Public Library, 
Douglas County Libraries, and Rangeview Library District); three in mountain communities 
(Montrose Library District, Eagle Valley Library District, and Cortez Public Library); one on 
the Western Slope (Mesa County Public Library District); and one on the Eastern Plains 
(Fort Morgan Public Library).  
 
Usage patterns for these libraries varied as much as the libraries themselves. (See Table 1.)  

 
Table 1 

Selected Characteristics of Public Libraries Used in Return on Investment Study, 2006 
 
 
 
 
 

Library 

 
Legal 

Service 
Area 
(LSA) 

Population 

 
 
 

Annual 
Circulation 
per Capita 

 
 

Annual 
Visits 

per 
Capita 

 
Library 

Program 
Attendees 
per 1,000 
Served 

 
Public 
Access 

Computers 
per 1,000 
Served 

Cortez Public Library 8,757 16.3 21.6 178 1.17
 Denver Public Library 580,223 16.2 6.6 657 0.92
Douglas County Libraries 265,470 21.8 6.5 446 0.38
Eagle Valley Library District 41,593 9.3 8.6 698 1.05
Fort Morgan Public Library 10,899 9.4 9 388 0.64
Mesa County Public Library 
District 

135,468 5.9 3.8 334 0.37

Montrose Library District 38,150 6.8 5.9 212 0.24
Rangeview Library District 311,290 2.3 1.9 75 0.13
Note: Data is from the 2006 Public Library Annual Report, available at www.lrs.org.  
 
 
Assigning values 
LRS utilized survey questionnaires filled out by almost 5,000 Colorado residents, a library 
survey, and existing data sources to determine how much – in dollars – libraries contribute 
to their communities. To identify library services or functions to which dollar values could be 
easily assigned, LRS looked at ROI studies completed in other states for guidance. Several 
different numbers were considered together in calculating final returns. These values 
included:  
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• “Cost to use alternatives” – Cost to patrons to acquire information or materials from 
an alternative source if the library did not exist 

• “Lost use” – Direct benefit patrons who chose not to seek information elsewhere 
would lose if the library did not exist 

• Local expenditures – What the library spends on goods and services in its 
community 

• Lost staff compensation – Salaries and wages that would not be paid without the 
library 

• “Halo spending” – Purchases made by patrons at businesses near the library when 
they visit 

For more information on the methodology used in this study, see the full report at 
www.lrs.org/documents/closer_look/roi.pdf.  
 
Results 
For most of the libraries in the study, the ROI was approximately five to one; for every dollar 
spent on the library, about five dollars of value was realized by taxpayers. (See Table 2.)  

 
Table 2 

Return on Investment Per Dollar for Participating Libraries  
Library ROI 
Cortez Public Library $31.07  
Fort Morgan Public Library  $8.80 
Montrose Library District $5.33  
Douglas County Libraries $5.02  
Denver Public Library  $4.96  
Rangeview Library District $4.81  
Mesa County Public Library District $4.57  
Eagle Valley Library District $4.28 

MEDIAN $4.99  
 
 
Why so different? 
As Table 2 illustrates, the ROI for the Cortez Public Library ($31.02 per $1.00) vastly 
exceeded the median, while the ROI for the Fort Morgan Public Library exceeded the 
median slightly ($8.80 per dollar).  In these libraries, the discrepancy between who funds the 
libraries (municipalities) and who uses them (county residents) accounts for much of the 
difference in ROI. For a more detailed explanation, see the individual ROI reports for Cortez 
Public Library and Fort Morgan Public Library, available at www.lrs.org/public/roi.  
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Determining personal ROI 
As part of this study, LRS created an interactive return on investment calculator that patrons 
of public libraries in Colorado can use to determine a personal return on their investment as 
taxpayers. The calculator (available at www.lrs.org/public/roi/usercalculator.php) assigns a 
dollar value to a single use of a particular library service. Individual returns on investment 
are based on the number of times the individual reports using each service per month and 
the typical annual tax contribution for the selected public library.  
 
Using ROI 
Return on investment studies can be valuable for public relations campaigns and budget 
discussions, as they detail how libraries benefit their communities in a dollars-and-cents 
way. While understanding the ROI value of libraries can be useful and important, it is equally 
important to remember that there are other dimensions of library value.   True returns on 
taxpayer investments in public libraries include intangible benefits that are nearly impossible 
to quantify, such as the sense of community and lifelong learning that libraries help foster.  It 
is important to keep asking patrons how they benefit and to communicate these values to 
patrons and stakeholders. 
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LibraryJobline.org 
Since 2007: 
 Over 1,300 positions have been 

posted 
 Over 1,200 people have signed up 

for MyJobline accounts 
 More than two out of three 

registered users receive email 
notifications 

 One out of three registered users 
subscribe to Jobline’s RSS 
notifications 

 
 
In 2009, LibraryJobline.org began its third year of 
data collection1.  This Fast Facts examines and 
compares the data from job postings in 2007 and 
2008 (Jobline’s first and second year), as well as 
the number of job postings by month in 2009, at 
the time of this writing.   
 
Number of Job Postings 2007-2009 
 
Due to the current economic recession, it is not 
surprising that job postings have recently 
decreased. The number of jobs posted in 2008 
was down 20 percent from 2007 (see Chart 1).  
 

Chart 1 
Number of Job Postings by Month, 2007-2009 

 
                                                 
1 When the Library Research Service (LRS) took over the administration of LibraryJobline.org in 
January of 2007, they transferred it from the previous static website to one that is database-backed. 
This change gave LRS the ability to collect and analyze the information about the job postings 
received. 
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However, a sharp decline did not begin until September 2008. Prior to that, the 
number of job postings fluctuated, but overall, was similar to 2007. So far in 2009, 
postings have decreased even more. In February and March 2009, Library Jobline 
received the fewest number of postings yet for a single month. This may improve, as 
job postings have been seasonal in the past, with monthly totals peaking between 
May and August and lessening at the end of the year. As of June 2009, this trend 
does appear to continue as job postings have increased. However, despite the 
increase since March 2009, the monthly totals are still less than half of what they 
were in 2007 and 2008. 
 
Job Postings by Library Type 
 
The percentage of job postings by library type for 2008 changed very little from 2007 
(see Chart 2). The minimal change indicates that all library sectors are affected by 
the decrease in job postings. As in 2007, well over half of the job postings were for 
public libraries (64%) and academic library job postings (20%) were a distant 
second.                                                                                                                                               

Chart 2 
Percentage of Total Job Postings by Library Type 

2007 & 2008 
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Degree Requirements 
 
The percentage of all jobs posted that required an ALA-acredited MLIS degree was, 
again, very similar in 2007 and 2008. However, among the different library types 
(academic, public, and special) there was a change between the two years. The 
percentage of postings requiring an ALA-MLIS degree decreased for all library 
types, except academic (see Chart 3). In 2008, the ALA-MLIS degree was required 
for 54 percent of positions posted by academic libraries, an increase of six 
percentage points from 2007. Public libraries had a slight decrease in MLIS 
requirements for jobs posted, which went from 36 percent in 2007 to 30 percent in 
2008. Special libraries had the biggest change with job postings requiring the MLIS 
decreasing from 38 percent in 2007 to 24 percent in 2008.   
 
 

Chart 3 
Percentage of Positions Posted Requiring ALA-MLIS Degree by Library Type 

2007 & 2008 
 

 
 

Note: School libraries are excluded from this chart because degree requirements and credentials (i.e. 
school library endorsement) for librarian positions are often different from other library types. 
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Reason for Position Openings 
 
When posting a job to LibraryJobline.org, employers are asked to identify the reason 
for the job opening. Possible responses are resignation, new position, promotion, or 
retirement.  Resignations were the reason for nearly half (45%) of 2008’s posted 
positions.  Almost one in four (24%) positions posted were new positions. The 
percentage of jobs posted due to promotions or retirements was the same in 2008 
(each 15%). Overall, the distribution of reasons for position openings in 2008 was 
almost identical to 2007. The largest changes seen between the two years were a 
slight increase (3%) in retirements, and a similar decrease (3%) in promotions, 
resulting in a position posted to LibraryJobline.org.   
 
Hot Jobs 
 
So far in 2009, the most frequently viewed job has been a posting for a Teacher-
Librarian position with Denver Public Schools. The posting has had 4,181 views to 
date. The most frequently viewed posting in 2008 
was another Teacher-Librarian position with 
Denver Public Schools, which had 4,330 views. 
The percentage of school library job postings is 
so few (only nine percent of the positions posted 
to Library Jobline are from school libraries, as 
seen in Chart 2), that when these positions do 
appear, they are heavily viewed. In addition, 
these position listings often include multiple job 
openings, which may further explain the large number of views for these postings. 
The most recent hot jobs can always be viewed at 
http://www.LibraryJobline.org/stats/hotposts.php.   
 
Conclusion 
 
The most substantial change during LibraryJobline.org’s second year was the 
decrease in positions posted, going from 520 in 2007 to 418 in 2008. The economic 
recession is undoubtedly the main cause for much of this decline. As we move 
forward LibraryJobline.org will likely continue to reflect the general health of the 
economy. Although the number of positions posted is lower, the number of users is 
increasing as more people search for jobs. The total number of visits to 
LibraryJobline.org in April 2009 (17,155) increased by more than 2,000 from April 
2008 (14,932), despite the fact that the number of job postings was less than half.  It 
will be interesting to see how time and different economic conditions affect the 
positions posted on LibraryJobline.org. Stay tuned. 

ABOUT THIS ISSUE 
Author: Jamie Archuleta – DU-LRS Research Fellow 

Library Research Service ▪ 201 East Colfax Avenue, Suite 309 ▪ Denver, CO 80203-1799 
Phone 303.866.6900 ▪ E-mail: LRS@LRS.org ▪ Web site: www.LRS.org 
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