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Abstract

Scholars and policymakers have long argued that
public libraries offer essential community resources
during times of economic strife. However, to our
knowledge, most of this evidence has been anecdotal
or correlational. Using Public Library Survey, Bureau of
Labor Statistics, and Business Dynamic Statistics
Datasets, we present causal estimates of the effect of
regional unemployment on local public library usage.
From OLS and instrumental variable models, we find
that from 2008 to 2018, increased rates of
unemployment led to increased visits at local libraries.
However, from 2019 to 2022, COVID-related
unemployment caused a reduction in library visits, but
not use. Reflecting on various dimensions of
community need and library resources, we
contextualize our results in the broader literature on
public libraries as valuable economic resources.

In 1986, Stephen James explored the concept he called
the “librarians’ axiom”: the idea that public library use
increases during economic downturns. James’ research
led him to conclude that there was no relationship
between the two, but librarians and scholars have
continued to ask the question as economies have
fluctuated. As researchers began to study the effects of
the 2008 recession in both the US and the UK, statistics
began to show that public library use was increasing
during this particular economic downturn. The librarians’
axiom began to take shape beyond the anecdotal as
circulation and visitor statistics showed upward trends
from 2007-2009. The research into public library use
during this period led most researchers to the same
conclusion: public libraries must continue to be funded
given their importance to their community. This paper
explores the effects of the 2008 recession and the
COVID-19 pandemic on public library use across the
United States through unemployment data. Rather than
offering descriptive statistics, this paper uses causal
inference to examine the types of services that are used
most frequently during economic downturns and periods
of higher unemployment to provide a model for public
libraries’ programming and allocation of resources for
the future.

I. Data
i. Public Library Survey Data (PLS)

The study uses annual data from the Museum and
Library Services (IMLS) Public Libraries Survey,
covering over 9,000 U.S. libraries. It includes details
on library collections, staffing, finances, visits, and
circulation. Our analysis focuses on data from 2008 to
2022 across all states and D.C.
We draw on a range of library-level variables
reported in the PLS. These include service usage
metrics such as total annual library visitors and total
circulation. Future analyses will make use of children’s
circulation, registered users, public internet computer
use, and website visit data.

ii. Unemployment Indicators
We used monthly unemployment data from
Federal Reserve Economic Data (FRED). We
averaged each year’s monthly rates to get annual
state-level unemployment rates. These were then
merged with PLS data from 2008 to 2022 for
analysis.

iii. Establishment Death Data
To identify causality, we use an instrumental variable
approach with county-level establishment death data
from 2008–2022 as an instrument for unemployment.
Due to data limitations, Connecticut libraries are
excluded from this analysis.

II. Methods
i. Baseline Model

We begin by estimating simple panel fixed effects 
models given by the following equation:

is a subscript that represent individual libraries                              
reporting to PLS, s for state, and t for years 

is year dummies
is vector of covariates
is library-level fixed effect, controls for time invariant 

unobserved heterogeneity through the individual specific 
effect

is outcome variable for library i, in state s, at year t
ii. Instrumental Variable Approach

To identify a causal relationship between 
unemployment and library usage, we use annual 
county-level establishment death data as an 
instrument for unemployment. This affects regional 
unemployment, but not library usage. 

Table 1: Total Annual Visits before and during COVID

This study uses public library data on visits and
circulation to provide a roadmap of resources utilized
during periods of unemployment. Next steps include
adding analyses of program attendance, inter-library
loan usage, computer usage, and types of media
circulated. Combined with data from the COVID-19
pandemic, when physical visits to the library
decreased, this information provides public libraries
with a framework for prioritizing programming and
acquisitions to align with economic changes. Results
uphold the “librarians’ axiom,” but move beyond
correlations to provide actionable data for public
libraries’ future planning.
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Table 2: Total Annual Circulation before and during COVID

● IV: From 2008 to 2018, a 1 percentage point increase 
in state-level unemployment reduced circulation by 
60,335 items per year. However, from 2019 to 2022, a 
1 percentage point increase in state-level 
unemployment increased circulation by 118,242. 

● OLS (2008 to 2018): a 1 percentage point increase in 
unemployment was associated with 4,890 more visits per 
year. IV (2019 to 2022): a 1 percentage point increase in 
unemployment reduced visits by 397,581 per year 

Figure 1: Total library visits by state across the U.S. in 2018


