Making Sense of Our Dollars

his issue of North Carolina

Libraries proposes to investi-

gate the topic of libraries and

their effect on the economy at

local and state levels. While

libraries have long been pain-
fully aware of how the economy affected
them, little attention has been devoted to
the other side of the coin.

The genesis of this article was a con-
versation that I had with the director of an
academic library in Michigan about two
years ago. She was describing how two of
her professional reference librarians had
teamed up with some members of a local
and state government economic task force
to help bring into the area a new industry
that employed over five hundred people.
Naturally, the local county government
was pleased to have the increased revenue
that would come from taxes on the indus-
try, and local merchants were pleased be-
cause they had a new group of customers.

At about the same time, I was becom-
ing more aware of how the reference staff
at the Division of State Library was per-
forming similar tasks. Over the past sev-
eral years, the State Library had made a
concerted effort to promote the use of the
state and federal demographic and eco-
nomic statistics that were in our collec-
tion. And the staff told me that they were
getting an increasing number of inquiries
from patrons seeking information that
would help them decide where to locate
potential business sites. We even received
a letter from a Winston-Salem business-
man who said that our efforts had helped
him not only establish his business, but
also make it economically successful.

The more I thought about it, the more
I realized that we at the State Library were
doing a lot of work that had definite eco-
nomic impacts. This work, unfortunately,
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was going unnoticed by us and others. My
hunch was that this fact held true for most
other types of libraries.

Something else struck my attention a
few days later when I was back in our
reference department. As I was looking
through a stack of state documents, it was
not difficult to find other state agencies,
the Department of Commerce forexample,
that were not shy about announcing their
economic impact on the state. They made
certain that this type of information was
front page news in their press releases and
publications, constantly implying, if not
directly telling, to anyone who read that
information just how valuable they, their
staffs, and services were to the economy of
our state.

Could libraries take the same tack as
the Department of Commerce had? Could
we make a solid case presenting our direct
effect on the economy? What about the
indirect economic effects that result from
our work? What would we need to know to
be able to make such an approach work?

The scope of this inquiry is too broad
to fit conveniently in one issue of this
journal. There are simply too many facets
to be explored and studied. What can be
done, however, is to point out some ex-
amples of how libraries affect the economy
and ask questions about how we might
begin to further explore, understand, and
exploit this area of our services.

Caveat lector! It is fair to say that all
libraries seek to improve their own budget
standings; none of us is “rolling in dough”
and many of us seem to have been put on
a starvation diet. Though it is hoped that
these articles may lead to libraries finding
ways to increase their portion of the bud-
get pie, there is no guarantee that such will
be the case. There does not appear to be
any magic formula that will correlate all
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that we do with its effect on the economy.
Yet, as with all other attempts at self-
examination, libraries may gain a better
understanding of themselves, their mis-
sions, and services. This, in turn, may
result in rewards recognized through bet-
ter service, stronger collections, and im-
proved productivity.

The easiest place to begin is with our
direct economic impact. By looking at the
following examples it is possible to get a
glimpse of the level of economic impact
that we are making now. And the list
below is only a representative sample of
what is currently being done.

Direct Impacts

The North Carolina Association of Inde-
pendent Colleges and Universities ran an
article in its fall 1993 newsletter, The Inde-
pendent, explaining how its member insti-
tutions had contributed $4.8 billion to North
Carolina’s economy (See Figure 1). Note the
areas reported: goods and services,capital
projects, employment, even money spent
by out-of-town visitors. Also, please note
the statement that “This study points out
how the impact of these institutions ex-
tends beyond the local community and
benefits the entire state.”!

This type of direct impact is one that
libraries should be able to capitalize upon
readily. For example, according to statis-
tics collected by the State Library, public
libraries received $79,158,937 in local op-
erating funds and another §1,513,095 in
federal grant funds during the 1992-1993
state fiscal year.2 This same information
should be reasonably available for almost
all libraries.

Whatabout capital projects? East Caro-
lina University is embarking this spring on
a twenty-nine million dollar expansion
and renovation project for its Joyner Li-
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brary. In May of this year, the Chapel Hill
Public Library will open its new $5.3 mil-
lion library. Later this spring, the Division
of State Library will award $420,703 in
federal Library Services and Construction
Act Title Il funds for constructing, expand-
ing, and renovating public library facili-
ties in the state. Since public libraries are
required to match these federal funds,

total project construction funds are at least
double the amount of the grant awards.
Adding the East Carolina University
Project, the Chapel Hill Public Library
project and the federal construction funds,
the total comes to $34.7 million in funds
that potentially will go back into the local
and state economies in terms of wages
paid and goods and services purchased. It

is necessary to acknowledge that some of
those funds might be paid to out-of-state
firms. However, even some of those funds
will be spent within North Carolina to hire
and/or house workers and purchase or
transport goods and services. Imagine what
the total figure would be if you included
construction projects for all the libraries in
the state!

Figure 1

Independent Colleges Contribute Billions to

N.C. Economy

North Carolina’s 37 independent
colleges and universities contributed $4.8
billion and more than 34,000 jobs to the
state’s economy in 1991-92, according to a
study conducted by the Center for Eco-
nomic and Banking Studies at Wake Forest
University’s Babcock Graduate School of
Management.

The study, conducted for the NCAICU
by a team of Wake Forest MBA students
under the direction of Dr. Gary L.
Shoesmith, determined that the colleges’
direct impact on the state was estimated at
$2.3 billion. Including indirect effects, the
total impact of the institutions was esti-
mated at $4.8 billion.

“This study shows the important role
North Carolina’s independent colleges and
universities play in the state’s economy in
terms of jobs, income and expenditures,”
Shoesmith said.

“This study confirms that, in addition
to providing high quality educational
opportunities to North Carolina citizens,
our independent colleges and universities
play a major role in the economic well-
being of the state,” said NCAICU President
A. Hope Williams. “People often recognize
the important contributions an indepen-
dent college makes to the community in
which it is located. This study points out
how the impact of these institutions
extends beyond the local community and
benefits the entire state.”

The study found that the 37 schools spent
an estimated $1.75 billion on goods and
services during 1991-92, excluding wages and
benefits. Of that total, $696 million went
toward goods and services in North Carolina.
Shoesmith and the graduate business students
used a 2.12 multiplier from the N.C. State
Budget Office to determine the institutions’
total state economic impact of $1.5 billion in
expenditures.

In addition to annual operating
expenditures, the schools bring significant

capital projects to the state. Over the past
three years, the schools spent an estimated
$465 million on capital projects, the study
found. Using averages, the annual impact of
capital spending was estimated at $155
million annually. With multiplier effects, the
total impact was $328 million per year.

The institutions represent one of the
largest private sector employers in the state
with 34,408 employees and another 4,100
jobs dependent on them. In 1992, the
schools paid $1.02 billion in wages, and the
economic impact of spending by those
employees ranks independent colleges and
universities as one of the most important
sectors in the state. Applying the 2.12
multiplier, the total economic impact of the
employees’ spending was $2.15 billion.

The 61,682 students enrolled in the
schools spent an estimated $316 million in
North Carolina during 1991-92. That
figure does not include payments for
housing, meal plans, tuition and books. In
all, student spending contributed $670
million to the state’s economy during the
1991-92 academic year,

The study found that various activities
at the schools draw visitors and dollars to
North Carolina communities. During
1991-92, an estimated 10,905 events
were open to the public, attracting 1.7
million visitors from the local communities
and more than 804,000 visitors from out
of town.

The study noted that local visitor
expenditures do not represent notable
additional spending, but out-of-town
visitors have a significant impact on the
economy. Assuming that the average stay
for an out-of-town visitor was just one
night at $127 (the state’s average expendi-
ture estimate), visitors spent more than
$102 million in 1991-92. These expendi-
tures represented a total economic impact
of more than $216 million, according to
the study.

— Reprinted permission of Dr. A. Hope Williams

Anotherexampleincludes the
grant funds that libraries receive
to support special projects or ac-
tivities. In 1992, North Carolina
State University’s D. H. Hill Li-
brary was awarded a $71,690
Higher Education Act Title II-D
research and demonstration grant
by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion to develop a model for dis-
tributing research materials di-
rectly to scholars through a cam-
pus network. The Division of State
Library has received two grants
totalling $1,278,765 from the
National Endowment for the Hu-
manities to support the North
Carolina Newspaper Project.
Again, this list could be expanded
greatly to reflect the wide variety
of grant programs currently un-
der way.

What does all of this tell us?
Inthecold, hard, dollars-and-cents
way of economics, it says dramati-
cally that libraries return a direct
value to local and state econo-
mies. Because of the goods and
services we buy, the staff that we
employ, the facilities that we build,
and the grants that we adminis-
ter, tax revenues flow directly back
to the governmental sources that
fund us. We are actually helping
to pay our own way. And we need
to be able to articulate clearly that
message to our funding agencies.
While the area of direct economic
impact offers many possibilities,
it is only the surface of a much
deeper economic impact that li-
braries have — our indirect eco-
nomic impact, I use this term be-
cause it seems to best explain how
much of our work takes place.
Trying to understand this realm is
much like voyaging into deep
ocean waters — the further you
go, the less light there is to see by;
however, the further you go, the
greater potential rewards thereare.

Indirect Impacts

The area of indirect impact on the
economy may have great poten-
tial for showing how libraries re-
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ally do make a positive economic impact.
However, this same area also poses the
much more difficult problem of how to
access that impact accurately.

For example, we have long known
that library users frequently make eco-
nomic gains from materials, information
and/or services that we provide to them.
The dedication pages of numerous novels
and nonfiction works, to name the two
most common categories, feature an
acknowledgement of libraries and librar-
ians who have helped authors get pre-
cisely what they needed for their work.
Sometimes these works have sold in the
millions of copies and even been turned
into movies.

Because of the goods
and services we buy,
the staff that we
employ, the facilities
that we build, and
the grants that we
administer, tax
revenues flow
directly back to the
governmental sources
that fund us.

In March and April 1994, the Raleigh
News and Observer ran a series of articles
entitled “Science for Sale” describing how
faculty at several major Triangle universi-
ties were profiting financially from their
publicly and privately funded research.
One particular graph indicated that dur-
ing 1992, Duke, NC State, and UNC-CH's
combined total of corporate-sponsored re-
search was in excess of fifty million dol-
lars.3 What role did the library collections
and services at those three universities
play in supporting that research? Equally
important, what role do those libraries
play in making the Triangle area a very
attractive place for the type of researchers
who get those large grants?

In the News and Observer series of ar-
ticles, one senior university research asso-
ciate in computer science at UNC-Chapel
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Hill claimed his research project “has been
a succession of companies providing well-
paid jobs for North Carolinians over the
last 16 years. The result of the $50,000
research project has been around $50 mil-
lion added to our state’s economy.”4 Quite
an impact on the economy, isn’t it ? It does
make you wonder what he would have to
say about the relationship of library ser-
vices to his success?

Probably the hardest area of all to
document is the longitudinal impact that
libraries have on the economy. In this case
we are concerned with attempting to as-
sess what effect the ongoing use of librar-
ies has on individuals and/or groups of
users and where the payoff of that use
reenters the economy.

A prime example in this cat-
egory are public school library me-
dia centers. An important study
published in September 1992 by
the Colorado Department of Edu-
cation and the Colorado State Li-
brary and Adult Education Office
found that “Studentsat schools with
better funded LMCs [Library Media
Centers| tend to achieve higher
average test scores, whether their
schools and communities are rich
or poor and whether adults in the
community are well or poorly edu-
cated.”S Where’s the indirect im-
pact here? Just consider the follow-
ing: fewer students would need re-
medial training, more students
might take advanced courses, stu-
dents could graduate from high
school knowing not only the use
of, but the value of, quality library
programs and services. They would
then expect to find those services
in college, community college and
public library settings. Hopefully
they probably will be willing to
support them, as well.

As librarians, don't we need to put
information like that from the Colorado
study in billboard sized letters for our
funding agencies? Don’t we hear from
most of our political and economicleaders
that what our state, indeed our nation,
needs most is a much better educated
workforce to improve our economic po-
tential? Here is carefully documented re-
search that can be used to reenforce librar-
ies' indirect economic effects.

Again, the examples listed above are
only a small sample of a much larger pool
of possibilities that libraries could delve
into. Rather than jumping head first into
the depths, a much more deliberate ap-
proach might yield better end results. Thus,
what follows is a suggestion of a possible

future research agenda.

What Lies Ahead?

In working on this article and reflecting on
the contributions of the other authors in
thisissue, I have become aware of just how
difficult it is to understand the true rela-
tionship of libraries to the economy. On
the one hand, it seems so obvious that we
do make a significant, broad-based contri-
bution to local and state economies; on
the other hand, it seems to be agonizingly
difficult to express and explain graphi-
cally that contribution. Is it any wonder
then that we have difficulty in using such
information to our advantage when we
approach our funding agencies?

We seem to find ourselves in the same
dilemma that Don Sager, former director
of the Milwaukee Public Library, noted
regarding the federal Library Services and
Construction Act program. “Unfortu-
nately, most of the data we have on the
beneficial impact of LSCA is anecdotal.
While we can document how many fed-
eral dollars have been spent on various
programs, we haven’t marshalled the hard
numbers necessary to demonstrate LSCA’s
effectiveness. That weakness makes the
existinglegislation vulnerable.”® Note that
Sager considers the lack of hard data a
weakness.

One answer to this dilemma is to
develop a research agenda that could pro-
vide some methodologies and hard data
for library use. The following questions
might provide a starting point for such
research:

1) How can libraries best present infor-
mation relating to their direct impact
on the economy to their funding/
governing authorities?

2) Can we enlist the assistance of gov-
ernment and/oracademic research in-
stitutions, as the North Carolina Asso-
ciation of Independent Colleges and
Universities did in the example cited
above, and use their expertise in re-
search and interpretation to better
explain our case? More important,
how can we make certain that we are
included in their studies and projec-
tions on economic growth and im-
pact? An article in the Raleigh News
and Observer announced that the new
North Carolina Information Highway
would add $2.7 billion to the state’s
economy.” It would be wonderful to
know what portion of that sum was
considered to be the result of libraries
participating in the project.

3) Are we collecting the right type of
statistics on an individual and institu-
tional basis? Can we find better, more
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concrete ways to evaluate our pro-
grams, services, and the use of our
materials? Can we adapt the research
techniques of the “for profit” sector to
aid us in understanding what our ser-
vices, materials, and collections do for
our users?

4) Can libraries come up with a way to
determine how much value they add
to the information that they make
available to their patrons? Here is what
two outside professional observers
from the state of New York reported
on this subject: “Due to their orga-
nized methods of identifying, locat-
ing and retrieving information, librar-
ies save users millions of dollars each
year in time not wasted in attempting
torecreate dataalready available, time
saved in not duplicating work already
done and time not wasted on errone-
ous work.”8

5) Isthere a way that we can more effec-
tively market our contributions to
today’s students at the school, com-
munity college, and university levels?
There are students at all those levels
who will be in positions to make deci-
sions on our funding in the future.
There should be some way to pass

along to them our value to their eco-
nomic, as well as educational and
recreational, lives.

6) Should we designate some single
agency to collect and disseminate re-
search information for us?

Finally, it must be said that this is not
going to be an easy task. Kem Ellis’s ques-
tionnaire on the High Point Public Library's
business reference service, reprinted in
this issue, yielded only a ten percent re-
turn; that is not a good enough return rate
from which to draw conclusions. How-
ever, it is a start; it may even be the first
time that a public library in North Caro-
lina has even tried to obtain such informa-
tion in this manner.

We can learn from our setbacks; we
may, indeed, learn a lot from them. We can
share information and work together coop-
eratively on any of the above items. Here in
North Carolina, we have access to many of
the resources that are needed for good qual-
ity research. We must strive for the most
rigorous research standards. We have the
ability to help ourselves. It is up to us to
decide to do something about it!
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