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SESSION 
OBJECTIVES

In this session, you will:

• Learn the benefits of peer comparisons and 
benchmarking

• Explore PLS metrics to identify peer libraries 
in the Search and Compare Tool

• Benchmark your library against state or 
national estimates using PLS Benchmarking 
Tables

• Compare library data side-by-side to analyze 
similarities and differences

• Understand library context and community 
needs using other available data 3



PROGRAM 
NOTES

We will be spending time online 
with the

Library Search and Compare Tool.

https://www.imls.gov/
search-compare

• This first 60 minutes of this session will blend 
instruction with hands-on activities

• The last 30 minutes will be a partner activity 
(if you want to leave when we start this part, 
that's okay!) 4
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5 MINUTE WARM UP

Step 1: Look up your library in 
the Tool and note the FSCS ID

Step 2: Click on your 
library’s profile and scan 
the data. Any surprises?

Step 3: Type questions 
or comments in chat

https://www.imls.gov/search-compareSearch 
here

Note the 
FSCS ID

Click 
here 
for 

details

5 minute 
warm up



IMAGINE THIS 
SCENARIO...

You are a member of the 
team tasked with drafting 
your library’s next 
strategic plan.

During a kickoff meeting, 
stakeholders are 
presented with a data 
sheet from the previous 
year.
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IMAGINE THIS SCENARIO...

 

This is interesting, but when I look at 
indicators for my own business, I 

always want to see how I compare 
with my competitors. 

I know that libraries don’t necessarily 
compete with one another, but some 
context would help me understand 

these numbers.

 You know your field – are there 
other libraries we can compare 

ourselves to?
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ACTIVITY 1: INSTRUCTIONS

Which libraries do you think of as your peers?

Think

1. Who do you 
think of as being 

“similar”?
2. Which libraries are 

adjacent to yours?

Write Name of Library

1. Your library (line 1)
2. Two libraries anywhere 
that you consider like yours 

(lines 2-3)
3. Two libraries that are nearby 

(lines 4-5)

Chat

Prepare to share in 
the chat in a few 

moments!
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EXAMPLE – CARNEGIE LIBRARY OF PITTSBURGH

Adjacent Communities
 Akron, OH
 Cleveland, OH

Why these?
 ~2 hours away

Top of Head Comparisons
 Cincinnati and Hamilton County, OH
 Rochester, NY

Why these?
 Regional Comparison (Rust Belt/ 

Ohio River)
 Similar size
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IN THE CHAT & ACTIVITY SHEET…

Which libraries do you think of as your peers? Why?

5 minutes
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PEER 
COMPARISONS 
AND BENCH-
MARKING
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WHY COMPARE LIBRARIES?
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Benchmark 
Performance: 

Identify strengths and 
areas for 

improvement.

Resource Allocation: 
Inform decisions on 

staffing, collection, and 
tech investments.

Strategic Planning: 
Set realistic goals and 

develop effective 
strategies.

Advocacy & 
Funding: 

Build a case for 
increased support.



WHY COMPARE LIBRARIES?
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Accountability & 
Transparency: 

Measure performance 
and justify decisions.

Innovation & Best 
Practices:

Adopt new ideas and 
improvements.

Collaboration: 
Partner on programs 
and resource sharing.



BUILDING A PEER GROUP

 Libraries geographically near you
 Libraries with similar

 Population size served
 Locale (rural/suburban/city)
Number of branches (one building vs. multi-

branch system)
 Legal status (Municipal, Library district)
Operating revenue
 Staff (FTE)
 Services (programming, computers)
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KEY METRICS FOR LIBRARY BENCHMARKING

Resource 
Inputs

• Revenue
• Staff
• Materials by type
• Programs by type

Outputs & 
Interactions 

• Visits, registered users
• Reference transactions
• Circulation by type
• Program attendance by type

Total
&

Per Person 
or another 

standardized 
metric (ratio)
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DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN TOTAL 
& PER PERSON 
COMPARISONS

Metric Library A Library B
Population Served 500,000 150,000

FTE Staff 30 15

FTE Staff Per 1k 
People

0.06 0.10

Total Revenue $2,000,000 $1,500,000

Revenue Per Person $4.00 $10.00
17



WHAT ELSE CAN 
YOU USE TO 
BENCHMARK? 

 Compare your data to state, national and 
locale (urban, rural, etc.) averages

 Delve into your library's own 
performance over time

 Review trends in peer group metrics
18



USING THE PUBLIC LIBRARY 
SEARCH AND COMPARE TOOL
WWW.IMLS.GOV/SEARCH-COMPARE 
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http://www.imls.gov/search-compare


USING FILTERS, CREATING MY LIBRARIES, AND EXPLORING 
AND EXPORTING DATA
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USE FILTERS TO 
EXPLORE AND/OR 
NARROW DOWN 
SEARCH
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EXPLORING DATA IN THE SEARCH
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Sortable!



LOOK UP FSCS ID OR THE LIBRARY NAME IN MY LIBRARIES DROP 
DOWN MENU TO ADD THEM TO YOUR SET
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“SAVE” YOUR SET
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BOOKMARK OR COPY/PASTE THE URL TO SAVE IT
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DOWNLOADING DATA: MAIN SEARCH PAGE

1

2

3

4
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SO MUCH DATA IS AVAILABLE!
Totals and 
per person 

data!
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AT THE LIBRARY LEVEL
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ADMINISTRATIVE DATA ON LIBRARY BRANCHES
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LIBRARY TRENDS
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CONTEXTUAL COVID-19 INFORMATION

31



PUBLIC LIBRARY DATA PDFS
Programs and ServicesRevenues, Expenditures, and Staff Library Collections
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LIBRARIES SIDE-BY-SIDE
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OTHER SOURCES OF PLS BENCHMARKING DATA
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PLS BENCHMARKING TABLES
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PLS BENCHMARKING TABLES: NATIONAL, STATE AND 
POPULATION SIZE
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BENCHMARKING 
TABLES BY 
POPULATION

WHERE DOES 
YOUR LIBRARY 

FIT?

38



PLS BENCHMARKING TABLES: NATIONAL, STATE AND 
POPULATION SIZE
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WORKING WITH PLS DATA
CAVEATS AND QUIRKS
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COVID'S EFFECT ON LIBRARY DATA AND ANALYSIS

 IMLS paused many edit checks that compared year-to-year data in 
recent years due to COVID

 If you see a “strange”  per person calculation or other 
metric, investigate the case and determine if it's worth including in your 
peer comparison set.
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NEGATIVE NUMBERS—WHAT DO THEY MEAN?

Code Meaning
-1 The library didn't report the data element, or the library didn't 

report sub-items so the total cannot be calculated (e.g., new 
programming variables by age).

-3 The library was temporarily closed in that reporting year.
-9 If a library has 2 or fewer FTE, IMLS suppresses the salary 

expenditures to protect individual identity.  Exclude case only if 
analyzing salary.  This makes salary expenditure analysis almost 
impossible for small libraries, but analysis of total operating 
expenditure can still be useful. 42



FEDERAL-STATE COOPERATIVE SYSTEM (FSCS) STATUS

• A public library is an entity that is established under state 
enabling laws or regulations to serve a community, district, or 
region, and that provides at least the following:

• An organized collection of printed or other library materials, or a 
combination thereof;

• Paid staff;
• An established schedule in which services of the staff are available to 

the public;
• The facilities necessary to support such a collection, staff, and schedule; 

and
• Is supported in whole or in part with public funds.
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ACTIVITY 2: THE SCENARIO CONTINUES…

The stakeholder group found the 
conversation about peer libraries to be so 
interesting that they have asked your team to 
present a list of peer libraries, along with 
some data, at the next meeting. They want to 
focus the conversation on the three main 
areas that your library is examining currently 
– programming, visitor count, and staffing, 
and they are interested in libraries with 
similar budget and number of staff.

Your team looks to you to lead the effort.

You just took 
that RIPL 

webinar! You 
know how to do 

this, right?
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TRY IT OUT…

The Basic Procedure

Combinations to Try

Filter by Sort by Add to lines Purpose

Locale (urban, rural) Population 6+7 Similarly situated libraries

Legal Basis (e.g., county, municipal) Population 8+9 Similarly structured libraries

Number of outlets Paid staff 10+11 Similarly sized libraries

Operating Revenue Paid staff 12+13 Similarly funded libraries

Filter Sort Look at one library up 
and one down

Research
Use Search and Compare to build your list

45
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TRY IT OUT…

Research
Use Search and Compare to build your list

The Basic Procedure

Combinations to Try

Filter by Sort by Add to lines Purpose

Locale (urban, rural) Population 6+7 Similarly situated libraries

Legal Basis (e.g., county, municipal) Population 8+9 Similarly structured libraries

Number of outlets Paid staff 10+11 Similarly sized libraries

Operating Revenue Paid staff 12+13 Similarly funded libraries

15 
minutes

Filter Sort Look at one library up 
and one down
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BRING IT BACK

What did you discover?

Any surprises?In the chat
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UNDERSTANDING 
CONTEXT IN 
COMMUNITIES
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CONTEXTUALIZING YOUR 
COMMUNITY

American Community Survey 
(ACS) Data Profiles
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WHAT CHARACTERISTICS CAN ACS TELL YOU ABOUT 
YOUR COMMUNITY? 

Social and Demographic
• Population by age/sex/race
• Language spoken in the home
• Education
• Households and families
• Nativity and foreign-born status
• Geographic mobility
• Disability
• Health insurance
• Computer and internet use

Economic
• Income
• Poverty and participation in government 

programs
• Employment status and type of employer
• Industries / Occupations
• Commuting to work

Housing
• Housing inventory and occupied housing 

characteristics
• Financial characteristics and housing costs
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EXAMPLE: PLACE DATA PROFILE
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ACTIVITY 3: BACK TO OUR SCENARIO...

 A prominent stakeholder says...

Thanks for doing all this great prep 
work. I can’t wait to see what peer 

library information you have 
discovered.

I’m especially curious to know how we 
stack up against our football rivals.
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ACTIVITY 3 INTRODUCTION

Library Staff Member describe:

 Why these might be considered peers

 Which metrics are most meaningful to you

 Which are less meaningful, or at least require 
some more context

 Other data you would like to see

Stakeholder ask:

 How does the library’s performance in various 
categories stack up?

 Does this hint at things that should be included 
in the next strategic plan?

 Does this data show larger trends that you 
should be aware of but maybe can’t counteract?

Talk
Work in small groups and role-play with the provided data.
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IMPORTANT NOTE

The goal of this exercise is to
1) practice reading tables of peer comparison and benchmarking data,

2) identify potentially interesting comparisons, and

3) talk about it with another person.

For this exercise, you don’t know any other context than the data 
that is provided, so go ahead and let yourself speculate a bit.
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15 MINUTE SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY
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NOT FEELING 
WORKING WITH 
A PARTNER?

We get it!

You’re welcome to leave 
the call now if you’d 
prefer to continue 

independently using the 
instructions in your 

packet. 
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IN YOUR CHAT GROUP...

Library Staff Member

 Be confident (in your fake data)

 You are the expert in your library 
(regardless of how confident you are 
about data)

 Say what you know and don’t know

 Explain what the data might mean

 Discuss other context

Stakeholder

 Be (gently) inquisitive

 Ask for clarification (even if you are just 
speculating)

 Put on your layperson hat – what might not be 
obvious to an outside stakeholder?

 What do you want to know more about?
58

Talk
Work in pairs and role-play with the provided data.

15 
minutes



BRINGING IT HOME: 
WHAT YOU SHOULD DO NEXT

 Keep the list you made in 
Activities 1 and 2

 Build a "My Libraries" list in 
Search and Compare & save the 
URL for easy access

 Download your data or enter it 
into the provided template

 Think about, talk about, and dig 
into the data

 Make new field combinations 
and repeat 59
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THANK YOU!

Marisa

mpelczar@imls.gov

Dan

hensleyd@carnegielibrary.org

61


	Exploring Data �from the Public Libraries Survey (PLS) to Make Peer Comparisons
	Who Are We?
	Session Objectives
	Program notes
	5 Minute Warm Up
	Imagine this scenario...
	Imagine this scenario...
	Activity 1: Instructions
	Example – CARNEGIE LIBRARY OF PITTSBURGH
	In the chat & Activity sheet…
	Slide Number 11
	Peer comparisons and bench-�marking
	Why compare libraries?
	Why compare libraries?
	Building a peer group
	Key metrics for library benchmarking
	Differences between Total & Per Person comparisons
	What else can you use to benchmark? 
	Using the Public Library Search and Compare Tool
	Using Filters, Creating My Libraries, and Exploring and Exporting Data
	Use filters to explore and/or narrow down search
	Exploring data in the search
	Look up FSCS Id or the Library Name in My Libraries drop down menu to add them to your set
	“Save” your set
	Bookmark or copy/paste the URL to save it 
	Downloading Data: Main Search Page
	So much data is available! 
	At the Library Level
	Administrative data on library branches
	Library Trends
	Contextual COVID-19 Information
	Public Library Data PDFs
	Libraries Side-By-Side
	Slide Number 34
	Other Sources of PLS Benchmarking Data
	PLS Benchmarking Tables
	PLS Benchmarking Tables: National, State and Population Size
	Benchmarking Tables by Population
	PLS Benchmarking Tables: National, State and Population Size
	Working with PLS Data
	COVID's Effect on Library Data and Analysis
	Negative Numbers—What do they mean?
	Federal-State Cooperative System (FSCS) Status 
	Activity 2: The scenario continues…
	Try it out…
	Slide Number 46
	Try it ouT…
	Bring it back
	Understanding Context in communities
	Contextualizing Your Community
	What Characteristics can ACS Tell You about Your Community? 
	Example: PLACE Data Profile 
	Activity 3: Back to our scenario...
	Activity 3 introduction
	Important Note
	15 Minute small Group Activity
	Not feeling working with a partner?
	In your chat group...
	Bringing it Home: �What you should do next
	Slide Number 60
	Thank you!

