
From Research Findings to Decision 
Tools: Supporting Local Choices

Libraries in Community Systems is a national research project into public library value 
in terms of community level outcomes like community resilience, 

educational effectiveness, and economic wellbeing.
Research findings formed the basis

of  the decision
tools. 

Using a multi-mediator structural equation model with fixed effect panel 
regression to estimate the elasticity (ie. input-output relationship) 
between library service & community outcome, at each permutation of 
geographic region, population density, and single or multiple outlet 
category combination as well as overall national models. 
At the national level, causal mediation analysis suggests
that across social wellbeing indexes measured, public 
libraries  have a positive effect, though sometimes 
small contribution to a specific outcome. For
 instance, public libraries have a positive
 effect on community level economic 
outcomes, but service and use explain 
15% of the overall variation in economic outcomes.

Library Contribution to Social Wellbeing 
Calculator

Public
libraries are one

node in a community, not 
THE hub contributing to wellbeing
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Data Dashboard & Empirical Context

Social Network Analysis has a 
nascent relationship in library 
literature with strong recent 
arguments for growing this 
research area1,2. In conversation 
with our partners we explored 
processes of mapping partner, 
resource, and user groups, and 
conducting cluster analysis. 

   We found only weak links 
between library structure and map 
structure. What did emerge was 
poly-centrality. While libraries hold 
a key place in the lives of many 
community residents, other 
organizations and institutions hold 
similar or greater roles in residents’ 
lives. This confirms other recent 
civic infrastructure findings3.

 Libraries are important but 
are not alone.
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The social cost4 of 
public library 
closures in the 
2020-2021 school 
year from high 
school non-
completion is 
$6.7b (in 2024 real$)

Librarians 
co-produce
capability and wellbeing
WITH their diverse publics

Optimization with Non-negativity Assumption

Measure Library – Outcome Relationship 
WITH user inputs

service to outcome

Each community outcome index we measure is linked to a context page. 
Here readers will  learn how the index was developed, how the quantitative 
and qualitative data relate to one another, and how to read the data dashboard 
for useful information.

In interviews and surveys of our library partners, we heard wellbeing 
defined in terms of every person. The Dashboard is designed to support 
understanding of how inequality in wellbeing outcomes is shifting (or not) over 
time and geographies.

What level of annual service 
would you like to provide?

“The library is committed to ensuring that every community 
member, regardless of their socioeconomic status, has the 
same access”

“People need a free place to go...”

“My children were raised in a library”

“It makes us a tighter community, and everybody's invested in each 
other.”

“Well, if the library is doing it, we trust you. We 
trust the library. So, it must be okay."

Voters reveal 
public library 

value is 
strongest 

closest to a 
physical 
building

Mean Proportion of Remote Instruction & Public Library Closure Intensity

Library Outlets  & Portion of Yes Votes 
by Precinct (Pierce County, WA)

Library 
Partner 
Network 
Map, 
Decatur 
(GA)Quotes from interviews, December 2021 – March 2022


