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Study Objectives:   

 
SirsiDynix teamed up with Library Journal research to create a survey for 
public libraries about marketing of the library brand, programs, and 
resources. 

 

Objectives of the study included learning: 

 - The various marketing methods employed. 
- Who is responsible for library marketing.  

 - If and how libraries measure marketing effectiveness. 

  - Challenges of marketing. 

  - If library has marketing objectives in place.  

 

Methodology:   

 
An LJ branded survey invitation was emailed to a list of public librarians on 
April 13, 2018. A drawing for a $100 American Express gift card was offered 
as incentive to participate. The survey closed on April 27, 2018. The survey  
was programmed, deployed and tabulated by Library Journal Research.  

 

Results  in this report are based on 434 public libraries. Data reported for 
total respondents is weighted to represent the IMLS breakdown of U.S. public 
libraries by population served.  

 

Much of the data in this report is filtered by library size. The sizes are based 
on population served: 

 - Small libraries serve populations under 25,000. 

 - Medium sized libraries serve populations between 25,000  
    and 99,999. 

 - Large libraries serve populations between 100,000 and     
    499,999. 

 - Very large libraries serve 500,000 or more. 
 

Public Library Marketing Survey 
 
Spring 2018 
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Results Summary 

Library Marketing and Promotion  
 One hundred percent of respondents promote upcoming library programs to their 

communities. In addition, 93% publicize library brand information such as hours and 
locations, and 89% market information about library collections and resources available 
to the public. About three-quarters of libraries, mostly larger libraries, promote 
information about library services such as book-a-librarian or space rental.    

 “Strengthening marketing efforts is a priority for us this year.” This statement was 
completely agreed upon by 53% of respondents, up from 41% agreeing to the same 
statement in 2012. Smaller libraries are behind the surge in prioritizing library 
marketing efforts. 

 Forty-six percent of public libraries allocate funding specifically for marketing purposes 
(ranging from 42% of small libraries to 80% of the largest libraries).  
 

  

Promotional Methods 

 The library website is the number one promotional channel for all types of library 
information. Social media, signage in the library, and flyers/handouts are the next most 
commonly used promo methods.  

 Social media is considered the most effective method of promoting events by all but the 
largest libraries. The largest libraries in our sample named word of mouth as their most 
effective event marketing tool. Library newsletters, either in print or electronic, tie for 
third place in terms of their effectiveness in promoting library events. 

 The average number of library programs offered weekly is 10, ranging from 8 for the 
smallest libraries, serving under 25K, to 44 for the largest libraries serving 500K or 
more. 

  

Social Media 

 Public libraries’ presence on social media has increased from 86% in 2012 to 97% in 
2018. 

 Facebook is universally the social media channel used by libraries.  But two-thirds of 
libraries maintain a social media presence on more than one channel. Increasingly, large 
libraries are placing videos on YouTube, for instance. 

 One-third of libraries using social media share marketing messages with followers daily, 
while a net 88% share on social media at least weekly.  
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Results Summary continued  

Emails and Targeted Messaging 

 Almost all libraries (97%) collect email addresses from their patrons. Most, 83%, ask for 
emails upon library card registration, and about half collect them when patrons sign up to 
receive enewsletters or emailed hold notifications. 

 Only one-third of libraries target their marketing messages (to small businesses, or 

parents of small children, for example). Of those, 75% target emails, 49% target social 

media, and 12% target mailings. 

 Two-thirds of libraries produce an enewsletter, with monthly being the preferred mode 
of frequency. Larger libraries have a more structured enewsletter schedule (generally 
either monthly or weekly). Smaller libraries favor monthly, but tend to deviate more 
often. 

 Emailed correspondence other than enewsletters is more likely to be sent on an as-
needed basis—perhaps only for special events or targeted campaigns. 

  

Paid Advertising 

 About half of small/medium libraries and three-quarters of the largest libraries paid for 
advertising in the last year. The local newspaper and social media are where paid ads are 
most often placed. 

 Paying for advertising depends greatly on factors such as whether the library has a 
marketing budget or a dedicated PR/communications staff.  

  

Marketing Responsibilities 

 The majority of libraries, 87%, report that general staff members take on marketing tasks 
in addition to their other duties. In three-quarters of small libraries and about half of 
medium-sized libraries, marketing duties fall solely upon the shoulders of staff members. 

 Internal staff members estimate they spend 4 to 5 hours per week on marketing tasks. 
 Twenty-seven percent of public libraries have dedicated staff for public relations/ 

communications (average number of dedicated PR staff is 1.8), and 4% hire marketing 
consultants.  

 Internal marketing staff consults with library program developers to create outgoing 
messages 82% of the time, while only 58% of dedicated PR staff does the same.    
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Results Summary continued  

Marketing Effectiveness and Plans 

  Over half of libraries describe their marketing efforts with a lukewarm “somewhat 
effective” rating. Only 6% rate their marketing efforts as “very effective.”  

 Twenty percent of public libraries have a marketing plan in place. The percentage 
increases with library size, ranging from 16% of small libraries to 67% of the largest 
libraries. Another 15% are currently creating a marketing plan and over half of libraries 
feel they could use a marketing plan. 

 Lack of staff and funding are the leading obstacles libraries face in achieving their ideal 
marketing plan. Time to implement a marketing plan runs a close third. 
 
 

Marketing Goals and Measurement 

 One-third of libraries, especially small and medium sized libraries, would like to be 
measuring marketing effectiveness, but don’t have time for it. 

 Two-thirds of libraries say evaluating the effectiveness of their marketing messages helps 
them make decisions about future offerings. Half of libraries, especially the very largest 
libraries, use effectiveness measures to demonstrate successes to administrators and 
stakeholders. 

 Seven percent of libraries “always” and 19% “usually” set performance goals (such as 
attendance or circulation targets) prior to a marketing campaign. The larger the library, 
the more likely it is to set performance goals. 

 The most popular method of measuring marketing effectiveness is tracking attendance 
figures. Digital analytics /engagement measures such as likes, shares, and open rates are 
the focus for a third of libraries (nearly half if they have dedicated PR staff). Directly 
asking attendees how they heard about a program, either verbally or during the 
registration/evaluation process, is a measurement technique for about 1-in-5 libraries. 
 

  

*sources used for calculation:  IMLS 2016 Public Libraries Survey and 2017 LJ Public Library Budget Survey.   



Types of Information Libraries Promote 

13% 

90% 

97% 

93% 

100% 

22% 

89% 

94% 

95% 

100% 

12% 

86% 

91% 

94% 

100% 

13% 

70% 

88% 

93% 

100% 

12% 

73% 

89% 

93% 

100% 

Other

Library services

Library collection/resources

General library brand information

Upcoming programs and events

Total

Small

Medium

Large

Very Large
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Q. Methods used 
to communicate 
the following: 

General 
Library 

Brand Info 

Upcoming 
Programs & 

Events 

Collections, 
Resources, or 

Services 

Library website 98% 95% 92% 

Social media 86% 91% 76% 

Signage in library 85% 93% 77% 

Flyers/Handouts 74% 92% 61% 

Word of mouth 69% 78% 58% 

Signage outside library 63% 66% 29% 

Local newspaper 51% 85% 42% 

E-newsletters 46% 56% 44% 

Email 47% 59% 34% 

Newsletters in print 45% 52% 42% 

Phone 23% 14% 8% 

Local radio/TV 17% 32% 13% 

Library app 18% 14% 14% 

Mail 16% 17% 10% 

Promotional Methods Used 

 

 All public libraries promote 
their upcoming programs and 
events, while 93% broadcast 
general library brand 
information such as hours and 
locations. Nearly 9-in-10 also 
promote library collections and 
resources such as databases, 
while 73% market library 
services.  
 

 The library website is the 
number one promotional 
channel for all types of library 
information. Social media, 
signage in the library, and 
flyers/handouts are also 
common promo methods. 
 

 Library newsletters are created 
by about two-thirds of libraries 
but are used for promotion by 
only about half. 
 

Q. Which of the following types of information does your library market to the community? 



 
Most Effective Methods for Promoting Programs and Events 
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 Social media is the most 
effective method to promote 
events for all but the largest 
public libraries. The largest 
libraries named word of 
mouth as their most effective 
marketing tool for events. 
 

 The effectiveness of library 
newsletters as a marketing 
channel lags behind social 
media. A net fourteen  percent 
selected either print or 
electronic newsletters as their 
most effective marketing 
method for programs and 
events.  
 

 The average number of library 
programs offered weekly is 
10, ranging from 8 for the 
smallest libraries serving 
under 25,000, to 44 for the 
largest libraries serving 500K 
or more. 

 

Number of Programs Per Week (Programs for adults, teens, & children)  

Q. In an average week, how 
many programming events are 
offered in your library location? 

 
Total 

Library Size 

Small Medium Large Very Large 

Average # programs 10 8 15 25 44 

Median # programs 6 5 12 13 18 

0% 

7% 

10% 

10% 

3% 

7% 

7% 

7% 

28% 

13% 

1% 

3% 

5% 

9% 

6% 

5% 

5% 

7% 

16% 

25% 

2% 

2% 

11% 

4% 

6% 

8% 

4% 

10% 

11% 

27% 

5% 

6% 

2% 

6% 

6% 

7% 

6% 

7% 

11% 

34% 

3% 

4% 

4% 

6% 

6% 

7% 

7% 

7% 

11% 

35% 

Signage outside library

Email

Library website

Signage in library

Local newspaper

Enewsletters

Flyers/handouts

Newsletters in print

Word of mouth

Social media

Total

Small

Medium

Large

Very Large

Library Size 

Q. Which do you think is the most effective method for promoting upcoming programs and events? 



Q. On which social media 
platforms does your library 
have a presence? 

Total Small Medium Large Very 
large 

Facebook 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Instagram 48% 47% 67% 64% 69% 

Twitter 47% 43% 69% 66% 79% 

Pinterest 32% 29% 38% 31% 38% 

YouTube 21% 15% 33% 38% 55% 

Goodreads 14% 11% 18% 22% 35% 

Linked In 7% 6% 9% 12% 10% 

Other 4% 4% 5% 6% 10% 

% using multiple channels 68% 67% 82% 80% 90% 
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2012 

86% 

2018 

97% 

Trending Library Social Media Use 

use social 
media 

Social Media Channels Used 

 Facebook is used by 100% of public libraries with a presence on social media. 
 Two-thirds of libraries maintain a presence on more than one channel. 
 Library videos are placed on YouTube by over half of the largest libraries. 

 Public libraries with a presence on social media have increased from 86% in 
2012 to 97% in 2018. 
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Paid Advertising 

10 

 About half of smaller libraries and three-quarters of large libraries 
sometimes pay for advertising in their communities. 

 Local newspapers and social media are most often the venues for paid 
library advertising. 

 Paying for advertising depends greatly on factors such as whether the 
library has a marketing budget or a dedicated PR/communications staff.  

 

Q. Has your library run any 
paid advertising in the last 
year? 

 
Total 

Library Size 

Small Medium Large Very Large 

Yes, ran paid ads in last year 56% 53% 51% 65% 73% 

     If yes, what type of ads? 

     Newspaper ads 66% 66% 62% 47% 50% 

     Social media ads 49% 45% 64% 69% 64% 

     Radio/TV ads 14% 10% 20% 24% 50% 

     Outdoor advertising 7% 3% 16% 35% 50% 

     Other 9% 10% 10% 2% 23% 

Marketing as a Priority 

_____ _____ 
Size of library 

Q. % completely agree with the statement:  
“Strengthening marketing efforts is a priority this year.” 

 Overall, the percentage of 
public libraries 
completely agreeing that 
marketing is a priority is 
53% this year (up from 
41% in 2012). 
 

 Smaller libraries are 
more likely to have made 
marketing a priority in 
2018. In 2012, marketing 
was more of a priority for 
larger libraries. 

41% 39% 

49% 
56% 

61% 
53% 51% 

57% 

47% 
43% 

Total Small Medium Large Very Large

2012

2018
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Collection Methods for Emails 

Targeted Messaging 

Yes, 
33% 

No, 
67% 

 Almost all libraries (97%) collect email addresses from their patrons. 
 Most libraries (83%) ask for emails upon library card registration, and about half when 

patrons sign up to receive enewsletters or emailed hold notifications. 
 Just over a third of libraries ask for emails at the circulation or reference desk, and 

fewer than a third have a general email sign-up  field on their website. 

Q. If yes, which communications 
are targeted? 

Email 75% 

Social media 49% 

Mailings 12% 

Other 16% 

 One-third of libraries target their marketing messages (to parents of small children, for 
example). 

 Of those that do, 75% target emails, 49% target social media, and 12% target mailings.  
 

3% 

7% 

1% 

28% 

36% 

48% 

51% 

83% 

We do not collect email addresses

Other

Self-checkout kiosk

General sign up on website

At circulation/reference desk

Provided to receive library hold…

Enewsletter sign up

Library card registration

Q. How does your library collect email addresses? 

Q. Does your library target messages to 
specific audiences? 



Frequency of Communications 

34% 

13% 

7% 

14% 

11% 

12% 

8% 

0% 

34% 

4% 

8% 

35% 

5% 

12% 

2% 

0% 

3% 

0% 

1% 

3% 

5% 

12% 

44% 

32% 

Never

Less often

Every 2 or 3
months

Once a month

Every 2 or 3
weeks

Once a week

Several times
a week

Daily

Social Media

Library
Enewsletters

Other Email
Marketing
Messages

Q. How often do you communicate with patrons via the following…? 

12 Public Library Marketing Survey 2018  

 One-third of libraries with a social media presence share marketing 
messages with followers daily, while a net 88% share on social media  at 
least weekly. Only 3% of libraries do not have a social media presence. 

 The preferred mode of frequency for enewsletters is monthly. Larger 
libraries appear to have a more structured enewsletter schedule 
(generally either monthly or weekly). Smaller libraries favor those 
cadences, but tend to deviate more often. 

 Emailed correspondence other than enewsletters is more likely to be sent 
on an ad hoc basis—perhaps only for special events or targeted 
campaigns. 
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Q. Who does marketing 
communications for your library? 

 
 

Total 

Size of Library 

Small Medium Large Very Large 

Staff members take on marketing duties 
in addition to other responsibilities 

87% 94% 77% 54% 53% 

Dedicated PR/communications staff 27% 17% 44% 71% 90% 

Average # of dedicated  marketing 
staff: 

1.8 1.2 1.9 2.6 4.2 

Contract PR/communications 
consultants 

4% 4% 5% 8% 3% 

Other 6% 6% 2% 2% 3% 

Library Marketing Responsibilities 

 The majority of libraries, 87%, report that general staff members take on marketing tasks in 
addition to their other duties. At three-quarters of small libraries and about half of medium-
sized libraries, marketing duties fall solely upon the shoulders of staff members. 

 A quarter of all public libraries have staff dedicated to public relations/communications, and 
4% use marketing consultants.  

 For those that have dedicated public relations/communications staff, the average number is 
1.8. 

Internal staff members 
spend an average of 4 to 5 

hours per week on 
marketing tasks. 

58% 

82% 

72% 
Total

General Staff

Dedicated
staff or
contract PR

N
et

 A
lw

ay
s/

O
ft

en
 

Q. How often are staff members 
directly involved in development of 
marketing messages for the 
services/programs they facilitate? 

 
 Libraries with dedicated PR/communications 

staff involve program facilitators in the 
development of related marketing messages 58% 
of time. 
 

 If internal staff does marketing, consultation with 
those conducting the related 
services/programming increases to 82%.   
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Marketing Plans 

Q. Does your library have a 
marketing plan? 

 
Total 

Library Size 

Small Medium Large Very 
Large 

Yes 20% 16% 25% 46% 67% 

In process of creating a 
marketing plan 

15% 12% 22% 17% 7% 

No, but we could use one 53% 64% 38% 22% 10% 

No, and we don’t need one 5% 4% 2% 0% 0% 

Don’t know 7% 5% 12% 15% 17% 

 Twenty percent of public libraries have a marketing plan in place. The 
percentage increases with library size, ranging from 16% of small libraries 
to 67% of the largest libraries. 

 Over half of libraries feel they could use a marketing plan. 

Q. Does your library allocate 
funding specifically for 
marketing, promotion, or 
advertising? 

 
Total 

Library Size 

Small Medium Large Very 
Large 

Yes 46% 42% 51% 65% 80% 

No 42% 45% 35% 20% 3% 

Don’t know 12% 13% 14% 15% 17% 

Dedicated Funding for Marketing 

 Less than half of all public libraries allocate funding specifically for marketing 
purposes.  

 Large libraries are considerably more likely to set aside money for marketing. 
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Marketing Effectiveness 

0% 

22% 

33% 

10% 

15% 

59% 

22% 

4% 

7% 

47% 

41% 

5% 

2% 

7% 

59% 

27% 

5% 

1% 

8% 

56% 

29% 

6% 

Not at all effective

Not too effective

Somewhat effective

Effective

Very effective
Total

Small

Medium

Large

Very Large

Library Size 

0% 

How effective is 
marketing? 

 
Total 

Who does marketing for library? 

General 
Staff 

Dedicated PR 
staff 

Contract 
PR 

NET Very 
effective/ 
Effective 

 
35% 

 
33% 

 
39% 

 
37% 

 Only 6% of libraries rate their marketing efforts as “very effective.” Over half give 
themselves a lukewarm “somewhat effective” rating. 

 Comparing a net of the top two answers by who is responsible for marketing, it seems 
that libraries are only slightly more satisfied with the efforts of dedicated PR staff or 
contract PR professionals than they are with their own staff’s marketing efforts. 
 

37% 

0% 

Q. How would you rate the overall effectiveness of your library’s marketing efforts?  
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Marketing Goals and Measurement 

 Seven percent of libraries “always” and 19% 
“usually” set attendance or circulation 
targets for their marketing campaigns. The 
larger the library, the more likely it is to set 
performance goals. 
 

 The most popular method of measuring 
marketing effectiveness is tracking 
attendance figures. Digital analytics 
/engagement measures such as likes, 
shares, and open rates are the focus for a 
third of libraries (nearly half if they have 
dedicated PR staff). Directly asking 
attendees how they heard about a program, 
either verbally or during the 
registration/evaluation process, is a 
measurement technique for about 1-in-5 
libraries. 
 
 

Q. How do you measure or evaluate the 
effectiveness of various communication 
channels?  (coded open-ended responses) 

 
 

Total 

Size of Library 

Small Medium Large Very Large 

Attendance/Monitor change in attendance 40% 45% 24% 27% 37% 

Analytics/Engagement 33% 29% 56% 36% 41% 

Anecdotal evidence/Word of mouth. “How 
did you hear about this?” 

21% 23% 18% 16% 22% 

Registration or evaluation question, “How 
did you hear about this?” 

14% 14% 20% 16% 22% 

Website visits 12% 8% 18% 14% 19% 

Track circulation of materials/resources 7% 7% 5% 11% 0% 

Other 9% 8% 9% 11% 11% 

Don’t know 3% 2% 4% 6% 11% 

Do not measure 10% 10% 4% 13% 4% 

7% 

19% 

39% 

25% 

10% 

Always 

Usually 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Q. How often do you set desired 
outcomes for your programs?  
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Importance of Marketing Measurement 

Q. How would you describe your view of 
evaluation/measurement? 

 
Total 

Size of Library 

Small Medium Large Very Large 

Helps us make decisions about future 
programs, services, or plans. 

65% 63% 60% 68% 82% 

Helps to demonstrate our success to 
administrators and/or stakeholders. 

50% 45% 58% 59% 86% 

Great idea, but no time to do it. 30% 32% 42% 18% 11% 

Waste of time for us. 1% 1% 1% 0% 4% 

Other (Notable write-in answers include 
“Don’t do it” and “Don’t know how to do 
it well.”) 

9% 9% 7% 12% 14% 

8% 

26% 

28% 

29% 

30% 

33% 

63% 

69% 

75% 

Other

Creativity in messaging

Unable to target messages to select
groups

Graphic design limitations

Not enough email addresses/social
media followers

Inability to measure marketing
effectiveness

Time to implement a marketing plan

Budget constraints

Lack of staff

Challenges to Your Ideal Marketing Plan 

 
 Nearly one-third of libraries, primarily small and medium sized libraries, would like to be measuring 

marketing effectiveness, but don’t have time for it. 
 Two-thirds of libraries say evaluating the effectiveness of their marketing messages helps them 

make decisions about future offerings. Half of libraries, and 86% of the very largest libraries,  use 
effectiveness measures to demonstrate successes to administrators and stakeholders. 

 Lack of staff and funding are 
the leading obstacles libraries 
face in achieving their ideal 
marketing plan. Time to 
implement a marketing plan 
runs a close third. 
 
 

Q. What challenges get in the way of your ideal marketing plan? 
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Q. What is your job function? 

2% 

4% 

7% 

22% 

66% 

Other

Other internal staff

Marketing

Public Services

Director/Management

Respondent demographics 

Q. What is the total population served by your library? 

 Average unweighted population served = 159,000 
 Average weighted population served  =    45,000 

Q. Where is your library located? 

36% 

29% 

21% 

15% 

Midwest

Northeast

South

West/
Mountain

Q. How would you describe your library’s location? 

34% 
41% 

19% 
13% 

0% 

25% 24% 

12% 
4% 

0% 

20% 17% 

39% 40% 40% 

16% 16% 

21% 

15% 

3% 5% 2% 
8% 

28% 

57% 

Total Small Medium Large Very Large

Small town

Rural

Suburban-high
density

Suburban-low
density

Urban

Library Size 


