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ABSTRACT

Current study investigates what variables, including expenditures, services, and collections, can predict the total annual public
library visits (VISITS) in the United States. The data source was the 2015 Public Library Service data and reports, and a
multiple regression model was used to analyze the data in the R programming language. Results indicated that the best variables
for predicating VISITS were a library’s total operating expenditures, usage of public Internet-enabled computers per year,
audio-physical units, total children programs, and video-physical units. The best subset model for predicting VISITS included
the total number of public libraries, total operating expenditures, print materials, audio-physical units, total children programs,
total young programs, and the usage of public Internet-enabled computers per year.

INTRODUCTION

Public libraries aim to fulfill users’ information needs by providing a variety of facilities, resources, and services (Clubb, 2009).
Public librarians have always taken efforts to increase reader visits, however, they have also gone through various challenges
when enhancing people’s motivation for visiting libraries in this digital era. For example, many public libraries have inadequate
funding to cope with the drastic changes that technology brings (Clubb, 2009). With limited budget and labor power, it is urgent
for public libraries to figure out the most influential factors on library visits and to determine the strategies for attracting users
to libraries. The purpose of current study is to examine the key factors that could effectively predict public library visits. The
findings begin to establish an empirical model on predicting factors that would influence public library visits in the U.S. and
will have implications on policy planning and funding distribution of those public libraries. The main research questions in the
study are: 1) Which variables are most important in predicting the total annual public library visits in the U.S.? 2) What is the
best subset model for predicting the total annual public library visits in the U.S.?

RELATED WORKS

Bertot, et al. (2008) found that public libraries served as important workstations with Internet access for many people in their
communities. Public library collections and services are also associated with library visitation. Sin and Kim (2008) analyzed
data from the Public Library Service (PLS) and attributed public libraries with higher collections, more Internet terminals, and
more branch libraries to having higher library visitation. This study further indicated that programs and collections related to
children have significant impacts on library visits. Another study by Joo and Cahill’s (2017) indicated that using printed chil-
dren materials were viewed by parents as the primary reason to visit public libraries. Similarly, Hemmeter (2006) found that
the households with children used public libraries more than those who didn’t have children. The literature indicates that people
visit public libraries for a variety of reasons such as using their collection, services, and spaces. However, it is not yet well
understood what factors predict public library visits in the U.S.

METHOD

The data source for this study was the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) PLS reports for 2015. We included
the 50 U.S. states and the District of Columbia. The dependent variable was VISITS (total number of persons entering the
library for all purposes during that year), and independent variables included: POPUST (reported state total population esti-
mate), NLIB (total number of public libraries), TOTOPEXP (total operating expenditures), BRKVOL (print materials, including
books and government documents), EBOOK (electronic books), AUDIOPH (audio-physical units such as audio cassettes and
talking books), VIDEO PH (video-physical units such as video tapes), LOANFM (inter-library loans received), KIDPRO (total
children's programs), YAPRO (total young adult programs), PITUSR (uses of public Internet-enabled computers per year). We
used multiple linear regression in the R programming language to analyze the data. Three regression assumptions, including
normality, independence of errors, and homoscedasticity of residuals were met. However, the data did not meet linearity. To
fix nonlinearity, we transformed several variables using log(X). Using the variance inflation factor (VIF), no evidence of mul-
ticollinearity was observed. To know how well the results will generalize to other data sets we used k-fold cross-validation.
The model to be tested was as follows: VISITS ~ log(POPUST) + log(NLIB) + log(TOTOPEXP) + BKVOL + log(EBOOK) +
AUDIOPH + log(VIDEOPH) + log(LOANFM) +log(KIDPRO) + log(YAPRO) + log(PITUSR)
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DISCUSSION

TOTOPEXP was the most important factor predicting 20.45% of VISITS. Salaries and wages for all library staff, as well as
the employee benefits for all library staff, may motivate library staff to provide better services and programs, consequently
leading to more VISITS. In this regard, Mezick (2007) found a statistically significant relationship between the total academic
library expenditures and student retention.

We found that PITUSR predicts 14.63% of VISITS. Internet technology infrastructure in public libraries appears to be an
important factor for attracting people to the public libraries. Internet access in public libraries would contribute to offering other
services including licensed databases, homework resources, virtual reference services, ebooks, and audio content (Bertot et al.,
2008).

In contrary to some previous studies, such as Sin and Kim (2008), we found that NLIB only predicts 3.14 % of VISITS. It may
be argued that alongside the number of public library services (e.g. children’s programs), their quality matters too.

The major implication of the study is that to attract more visitors, public libraries should increase their expenditures for both
electronic and print materials; public Internet access and youth and adult programs.

Limitation: If there is any evidence of interaction among the variables, the model that includes the interaction term is superior
to the model that contains only the main effects. Further studies should take interactions into consideration.

CONCLUSION

Public libraries with higher expenditures, audio- and video-physical units, programs for a variety of age groups, public Internet-
enabled computers, and print materials experience more VISITS.
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