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Consensus Report for Altoona Public Library 
 

Questions for Best Practices Library -  
Hingham Public Library (Plymouth County MA) 

 

Overview 

Thomas J. Hennen Jr. conducted research for Consensus as described in a companion Metrics 
Report for Altoona Public Library in Polk County Iowa.   The intent was to find libraries that 
might be able to provide clues about “Best Practices” for library services as Altoona develops a 
long-range plan for 2018 to 2020.   

This report covers Hingham Public Library and Plymouth County in Massachusetts.  Hingham 
Public Library was chosen out of 814 municipal libraries in the country serving similar 
populations in comparable counties.  The methodology for choosing the library is described in 
Section A of this report.  Because Hingham Public Library has an exceptionally complete and 
current long-range plan, this report was developed to ask specific questions of two types: 

 statistical measures over the past 20 years demonstrating exceptional library service and 
 specific questions on some of the objectives that the library developed in its 2016 to 2020 

Plan that are deemed pertinent to Altoona’s planning efforts.  

 

Report Organization  

Sections A through D cover the background data for the report data and specifically for Hingham 
and Plymouth County in Massachusetts.  Sections E and F include questions posed by Tom 
Hennen to the Director, Linda Harper, as well as the answers she provided. Section E contains 25 
questions and answers regarding Hingham Public Library’s Long Range Plan.  For a thorough 
understanding of this section, readers should reference Hingham’s Long Range Plan as cited at 
the bottom of page 5 of this report. Section F includes 14 questions regarding input and output 
measures over a 20-year period for Hingham as compared to the 800+ peer libraries described in 
Section A.  The Hingham Long Range Plan is located at: 

http://www.hinghamlibrary.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/336  
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A. Methodology 
 
Altoona Public Library engaged Consensus to identify “best practice libraries” from which 
Altoona could learn as it develops its long-range plan for 2017 to 2020.   
 
The data for the statistics included here are from the Institute of Museums and Library Services 
(IMLS) The IMLS dataset was published in summer 2016.  It includes data filed in 2015 by over 
9,305 public libraries in the U.S. They serve over 319 million U.S, residents.   Some libraries 
have multiple branches so the total of library buildings exceeds 16,000.  As noted in the table, 
over 53% of libraries (4,944) are, like Altoona, organized as city or municipal libraries. 
 
For this report, we narrowed the field of libraries by type and by city population.  We also noted 
that library service in a metropolitan area with a major city and multiple suburban libraries can 
be uniquely challenging, so we narrowed the field further by this factor as well.  Altoona is a 
municipal library with a population of 17,362 according to the IMLS dataset.  
 

We narrowed the field to libraries serving 10,000 to 25,000 population, bringing the total down 
to 814 libraries.  All the libraries here are municipal. That means they are not branches of 
consolidated counties, separately chartered non-profits, multi-jurisdictional, or a variety of other 
organizational forms found nationally.   
 
They all have a service population of between 10,000 and 25,000 and are in counties with 
250,000 to 750,000 populations. From the National group of 138 such libraries we identified 17 
libraries that have:  

 combined output levels that exceed their input levels and  
 higher output levels than Altoona. 

The Best Practice libraries we identified are in 10 counties (including Altoona) in 7 states 
(including Iowa). We abbreviated the metrics list for counties to just ten items, 5 inputs and 5 
outputs.  

 The Input measures are: total expenditures, staff, periodical subscriptions, books, and 
building size.   

 The Output measures are: visits, circulation, reference, electronic uses, and program 
attendance.  

 

It is important to note that the data for the county graphs for each of the counties in this section 
include the average percentile scores for all the libraries in the 10,000 to 25,000 population 
category, not just for the Best Practice libraries.   

We included all the comparable libraries because we believe that in urban areas residents shop 
around for library service.  In most urban areas, they can do so because of reciprocal borrowing 
privileges like those found in Polk County, so the level of services in a county is a valuable piece 
of information for planners.    
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B. Metrics Summary – Hingham 
 

For our report, Altoona’s percentile scores among over 800 city libraries were shown side by 
side with those of each library in turn.   A library with a percentile score, for instance, of 95% 
does better on a measure such as circulation per capita than 95% of the 814 libraries considered 
here.  

Hingham’s exceptionally low percent of its budget devoted to materials is matched by a low rate 
of materials spending and a not surprising rate of staffing.  Circulation per visit and per hour are 
high.  A closer look at the longitudinal data demonstrated that the 2014 data may have been the 
result of a short-term budget shortfall, so the library was included in our group of Best Practice 
candidates.  All other output measures are exceptional except for reference at the 24th percentile 
rate.  Historical detail for collection spending indicates that the low materials spending was a 
short-term issue. 

 The key question for the library is: what happened to the current materials budget in 
2014 and how did it affect the library’s long range plan? 
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C. Library & Director Background 

According to Wikipedia, the Hingham 
Public Library serves a community of 
22,157 people. In 2012, the Hingham 
Public Library celebrated the 140th 
anniversary of its incorporation in 1872.  
Resident Albert Fearing built the Town's 
first public library in 1869. Destroyed by 
fire in 1879, the original building was 
replaced in 1880 by a wooden structure 
in Hingham Center which served the 
Town until the current building opened 
in 1966. This building was renovated and expanded in 2002.  

The Library now holds more than 165,977 books, magazines, videotapes, compact discs, and 
other materials. The Library is a member of the Old Colony Library Network, an automated 
resource-sharing network serving towns south of Boston. The Library also is a member of the 
Massachusetts Library System.  

Linda Harper was appointed director in December of 2015.  She fills the position vacated by 
the previous director who retired after 20 years of service.   

Her biography on the San Jose State University notes that  

Putting a long-range library plan in place, right after a course where Harper created a 
long term library plan. “Our long-range plan is comprehensive and ambitious, but I 
intend to accomplish it all and it’s all based on what I learned in school,” Harper says. 
“Meeting needs, making it easy, intuitive for library users—it’s not the old-school rule-
driven thing, it's what’s going to be most helpful for them and how do we deliver those 
tools.” 

A project management course helped her work with architects and engineers to put 
together a plan to fix the library roof and form a committee to consider library 
renovations.  Harper and her IT team completely redesigned the library’s website, using 
skills she acquired through user experience (UX) and information technology courses.  
An emerging technology course helped Harper develop a new technology loaning 
program and tech training lab. 

The library’s impressive 2016-2020 Long Range Plan is located at: 
http://www.hinghamlibrary.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/336  
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D. Plymouth County, Massachusetts 
 
Plymouth County is in Massachusetts. As of the 2010 
census, the population was 494,919. Its county seats are 
Plymouth and Brockton.  Plymouth County is part of the 
Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH Metropolitan 
Statistical Area.  
 
 Hingham is a town in metropolitan Greater Boston on the South Shore of Massachusetts in 

northern Plymouth County. At the 2010 census, the population was 22,157. Hingham lies 
along the southwest corner of Boston Harbor, at the portion known as Hingham Bay. 

 Others. There are 9 other comparable libraries: Hull, Kingston, Lakeville, Middleborough, 
Norwell, Pembroke, Rockland, Scituate, Wareham, and Whitman 
 

 

 
Residents in this county appear to get uneven performance for the libraries in this population category.  
Of the 18 libraries, 8 are in the bottom quartile for electronic use (Hingham is at the 47th percentile).  
Program attendance looks better, with Hingham at the 67th percentile, but 9 libraries in the bottom two 
quartiles, pull the average down. Staffing levels are nearly a perfect bell curve from high to low among 
libraries in this county.   
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E. Answered Questions – Long Range Plan Related 
 

The questions here relate to the Hingham Public Library’s 2016 to 2020 Long-Range Plan as 
posted on the library’s web site.   

Plan Structure 
1. It is very impressive to see responsibilities, outputs, and outcomes clearly described for 

each objective.  Are outcomes being evaluated annually?  – most seem aimed at 2020.   
 
A: Yes, outcomes are being evaluated annually, and we are planning to conduct patron 
surveys to gather statistics and evaluate the effectiveness of the stated outcomes.  In 
fact, the LRP is used as an active document (not collecting dust on a shelf once 
complete), and when planning for and deciding upon new initiatives, purchases, or 
programs, I make sure that decisions on all levels are made in support of LRP goals, 
and communicate this to staff to keep us all on track. I also update the Trustees 
regularly on what LRP goals are being achieved or in progress (perhaps just a bit of 
bragging to them here…can’t resist telling everyone how great our entire staff is!).  
 
Most seem aimed at 2020 due to the hope that we receive a construction grant offered 
through the Massachusetts Public Library Construction Program for expansion and 
renovation of the existing building. The grant would cover up to 40% of eligible costs, 
is based on the state’s 5 year capital budget, and recipients will find out in July 2017 if 
they receive a grant, and if so, if right away or wait listed up to a few years out. Since 
many of our goals are tied in with our need to make building improvements – whether 
through a grant or on our own dime, so to speak – the achievement of goal 1 
“Evaluation, redesign and expansion of physical space to provide flexibility and 
support for offerings” is critical to our ability to achieve a number of stated outcomes. 
The funding will determine the scale and timing of potential building improvements. 

 

Building 
2. Your plan calls for a renovation project.  Do you expect to expand square footage or 

simply re-arrange spaces?    

A: If we receive the MPLCP grant and obtain local funding, we plan to demolish half 
the building, rebuild with an expanded footprint in the same location, and renovate the 
other half. Building size would increase from 50,393 to 65,968 gross square feet. If not, 
we will explore either a small expansion or just a renovation, depending on the 
availability of local funding. 

3. How much useable space does the library currently have available for both parking and 
building combined? 
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A: We have 91 parking spaces (not nearly enough and our #1 complaint on a daily 
basis), and approx. 40,000 net usable square feet. 
 

4. Your plan calls for a building program statement by October 15.  Was it completed?  Can 
we see the results? 
 
A: Yes, I’ll attach the building program, as well as our previous LRP from 2011-2015 
which will give some sense of the economic environment in which the Library was 
operating. 
 

5. Did the new book area of the library get expanded by the end of 2016 as planned?  How 
is it working? 
 
A: We added 2 shelving units and 1 additional display unit to our new book area, 
within the existing space that we have available. New books are always the most 
popular and the spaces and display is working well, in particular we added one side of 
a new shelf just to display oversized books face out, which typically get overlooked. 
This was what I would call a “fast-fix” – better to do something rather than nothing, 
give it a try and see how it works, and make adjustments if necessary. Our ideal would 
be to have expanded square footage and new face out shelving on all units – just using 
wire book holders to face-out books now, hoping to drastically make improvements as 
part of potential renovation. 
 

6. You have 91 parking spots for a net usable square foot building of 40,000.  What would 
your ideal number be?  

A: Our schematic design calls for parking to increase to 147 spaces. MPLCP 
guidelines recommend 1 parking space for every 400 square feet. Given site and zoning 
constraints, we fall a bit shy of 165 in our design, however, an increase to 147 spaces is 
still a vast improvement to our current situation. If you’re thinking of adding parking, 
my suggesting is you can never  have too much if you have the space - build it and they 
will come. If we had no site constraints, my ideal would be to exceed the recommended 
number given the large number of non-resident library users who visit…maybe 180-
200 would be ideal. 

 

7. You currently have 3 study rooms; how many would you like to have? 
 
A: You can also never have too many study rooms. Our schematic design would add 5 
study rooms to the Children’s Department, 8 study rooms to the Young Adult 
Department, and 7 study rooms to the Adult Department. Yes, they will all get used, 
based on user observations and many conversations with patrons over the years. I 
asked one of the Building Specialists from the Mass Board of Library Commissioners 
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after a construction grant information session what was the one thing that libraries 
wished they had done differently after getting new spaces/buildings, and she responded 
without hesitation that they would put in more study rooms, pretty much across the 
board. 
 

8. The plan calls for an added service point in the main lobby.  Has it been created?  How is 
it staffed and how is it working? 
 
A: Not yet – waiting to see if we get the grant in July. If not, then we’ll plan to make 
improvements based on our funding situation at that time. 
 

9. Have you been able to improve the point-of-contact space for reference?  Can you 
describe it? 
 
A: Space, no, not as well as I’d like to date.  We added a small table with two chairs 
near the desk that the Reference staff can move to and sit next to a patron to work with 
them on whatever they need help with, if that’s what’s needed, rather than across the 
desk back and forth. However, we have made great improvements to service by utilizing 
circulation staff who were interested in learning more to act as “Reference Support 
Staff”, manning the Reference Desk as first point of contact to answer the easy 
questions, help with printer jams, look up easily found materials, etc. which allows the 
professional Reference Librarians to move off desk, work on higher-level projects and 
functions, and be readily available to help when needed on research questions or on 
anything that they’re better equipped to help out or answer. Ref support staff are 
compensated an extra dollar per hour worked on desk and we only take those who 
volunteer and are interested in doing this – the small amount of money is really just an 
acknowledgement that they are working beyond their current job descriptions and to 
show appreciation for their willingness to learn something new. 

Programs & Services 
10. Did the Teen Advisory Board get established? 

 
A: Yes! A Young Adult Librarian position was created I believe around 2015 or so, and 
the librarian has made good contacts with the high schools and students and was 
successful in establishing a TAB. 
 

11. How is the “reader’s advisory” system plan going?  Still on target for the end of 2017? 
 
A: No, unfortunately this is behind schedule, due to some staffing issues that left us a 
bit short and extra time being spent by all on the recent construction grant application 
as well as a current LSTA grant. I would say this has been temporarily delayed, not 
forgotten. 
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12. What were results of community survey on Friday and Sunday hours? 
 
A: Overwhelming response to add Friday hours – this came in direct response to 
question asking about additional hours as well as in multiple sections with write-in 
comments. Given current fiscal environment, no Friday hours have been added at this 
time, however, we were able to secure funding for additional Sunday hours that would 
extend the season originally 1-5 Sept – mid-May to 1-5 Sept to end of June.  
 

13. Your goal was to reduce the holds ratio – goal was 1:3, down from 1: 4.  How has it 
gone? 

A: The Collection Development Librarian has been actively monitoring the holds ratio 
list and keeps the holds ratio lower than 1:4. We try to buy to meet demand, even if that 
means multiple copies to meet demand, then after the demand wanes we give extra 
books to the bookstore to sell and the funds raise go to our materials budget. A win-
win, and they raised over $16,000 last year. We also maintain a bestseller book 
collection – no holds allowed but you will find multiple copies of the hot new titles 
sitting on the shelf – he buys to meet demand and circ staff will let him know what’s 
flying off the shelves – this is such a great feeling for patrons who walk in and find just 
want they want without having to wait…a good reason to visit in person and not just 
place holds at home! 

 

14. Is texting working for reference? Please describe.  

A: No, haven’t developed a good system yet. On the to-do list.  

15. How about virtual book discussions, are they being done and are they successful? 
 
A. No, not virtual yet aside from recording of “great books you may have missed” 

presentations, although UMass Boston’s Osher Lifelong Learning Institute offers 
classes and lectures here that remotely link visual and audio to a main classroom 
and two other locations for live virtual discussions and presentations. A very 
popular program for mature adults. 
  

16. Are you still planning a patron survey for June of 2017?  What are key questions?  
 
A. Yes, we are planning a patron survey but it is more likely this will happen in the 

fall. Questions to be developed but will contain follow-up questions based on 
previous patron survey that will serve as a benchmark to gauge changes. The 
survey will also contain questions to measure outputs from LRP goals to date.  

Technology 
17. How are plans for a digital media lab and Makerspace progressing?  
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A. Digital Media Lab is up and running, supervised by our Technology Librarian, a 
position created just a few years ago around 2014. We offer one-on-one technology 
help – walk-in or by appointment, group classes on a variety of topics, training on 
and access to conversion equipment. It’s going great and provides a wonderful 
service – our Technology Librarian is fantastic and everyone loves working with 
her!   
 
We have included plans for a Makerspace in our schematic design for the 
construction grant; we don’t really have a good space now so we’d need to create 
one through either new construction or renovation. 
 

18. You have 17 Public Internet User stations, is that enough? 
 
A. Yes, it is sufficient. Many patrons bring their own devices and use the Library’s 

wireless service for Internet connection – the stats for wireless use are constantly 
increasing each year. By the way, we don’t have any time limits or sign ins, people 
just come, sit down, use a computer until they’re done, print out what they need 
directly to a printer (no vending), and for the most part, drop money for the print 
jobs in a money box at the nearby Ref. desk. We tried to eliminate pain points and 
make it easy, and enjoyable, for the patrons to use. No problems and it seems to 
work well so far. 

Staff Development 
19. You have very impressive plans for staff development. That is not a common feature of 

most library plans, unfortunately.  How are the activities going?  Is there a dedicated 
training budget? 
 
A. Staff are the most important part of the Library and the most valuable thing we 

offer. What a shame to hear that plans (or administration who write and approve 
the plans) do not recognize this. Having trained, engaged, involved, happy, friendly, 
and appreciated staff are in my opinion the key to any Library’s success, especially 
in achieving LRP goals. It is a team effort, and everyone in the organization is 
vitally important and has to be ready and willing to do their part (and often they do 
so much more than that!). Training is going very well, it is strongly encouraged 
from asking questions every day, to working one-on-one with someone more 
knowledgeable, to attending workshops and training sessions, to going back to 
school to take professional courses. We have all that going on, with staff training 
sessions (this week and next is about using good search techniques in the ILS 
taught by a Ref Librarian to the rest of staff in various sessions as scheduling 
allows), the Technology Librarian teaches staff how to download ebooks and use 
the conversion equipment, we’ve recently hired an outside trainer to offer Word 
and Excel classes, and I have three staff who are in school (one was just accepted 
to a program) to work on their MLIS degrees. We offer some tuition 
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reimbursement, continuing education stipend for professionals, and budget 
funding for all staff every year to attend workshops and conferences. It is my 
expectation that all staff be able to handle, at least on a basic level, pretty much 
every piece of equipment in the building, have competency to conduct basic 
searches successfully, use the same digital and on-line offerings that we offer 
patrons, and to meet this expectation we absolutely must provide the support and 
encouragement to accomplish this vision. I believe everyone has the capacity to 
learn, and that people are happier if they feel they understand what they are doing 
and do a good job at it. 
 

20. Did the staffing patterns and tasks review scheduled for 2016 result in any major 
changes? 
 
A. As mentioned, more Reference support staff are working at the Ref desk to triage 

easy questions and provide basic tech assistance thus freeing up professional staff 
to spend more time on Collection Development and working with local history 
collections. Also, more circulation staff have been trained to provide tech support in 
the Library’s Technology Training Lab and thus we have increased our lab hours 
open as a test of a staffing pattern change for the last six months (also in part due 
to minimizing disruption to patrons from noisy roof replacement project). 
 

21. Has the reference support initiative – 4 additional staff trained -- been successful?  Why 
or why not? 
 
A. Yes, as stated allows professionals to work on higher level functions that utilize 

their expertise and knowledge, while giving circ staff the opportunity to gain new 
skills and expand their understanding of the Library and all it’s resources. It’s also 
a good morale booster for all, especially circ staff who might want a challenge 
beyond checking books in and out and shelving. 
 

22. Is the volunteer group for the book store only, or also for library business?   
 
A. We have about 100 volunteers who worked nearly 6,000 hours for us last year, and 

they assist in multiple capacities: shelving, collecting holds, mending books, 
working in the bookstore, providing home delivery service which includes picking 
out books and delivering books to those who can’t get out in, as well as special 
projects for those with specific talents or skills such as helping to develop 
promotional materials or working with specific projects involving materials from 
the local history collections. 

 

Funding & Community Development 
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23. Have you made any progress on establishing a Friends group? 
 
A. Not yet, within the past year the Board of Trustees have lost two of their members, 

so we haven’t yet explored new initiatives that would affect fundraising or revenue 
streams beyond the typical ones. 
 

24. How have the other fund raising initiatives fared? 
 
A. Excellent. The annual fundraising drive letter typically raises about $55,000; we 

have increased our use of social media, email pushes of a second ask letter, and 
accept online payments, to date we have exceeded this goal of $55k by a few 
thousand dollars to date. In addition, we have a special author event coming up this 
May 2017 featuring David McCullough who will be speaking about his new book 
coming out in April, “The American Spirit” which is expected to raise about 
$20,000 or more. 
 

25. Are the collaborative ventures with community groups progressing as planned? 
 
A. Yes, I just gave the second presentation of the year about library services this week 

at the Senior Center, and we’ve just finished offering a series of technology 
information and training courses at the retirement community Linden Ponds (still 
one to go on online privacy). Working with DPW and Shade Tree commission for 
arbor day planting of tree and children’s Touch a Truck program run by the DPW. 
Our teen librarian actively works with Middle and High School administration and 
libraries for outreach, and maintains a library bulletin board at the High School. 
The Grand Army of the Republic Hall (GAR) that serves veterans have had a 
display in one of our art galleries of military artifacts, including documents, photos 
and flags, and will be setting up a display of historical military uniforms and 
artifacts in the Library lobby around Memorial Day. Our local history library also 
works at the Hingham Historical Society, and has offered a number of pop-up local 
history displays of items of interest from these collections. To name the ones that 
come to mind. 
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F. Answered Questions – Metrics Related 
 

1. Hingham’s total operating expenditures far exceed those of Altoona and all other libraries in 
the 800-library sample.  There are noticeable dips in recent years.  What happened to explain 
these dips?  
 
A. Would need to see specifically what dips you refer to, but my guess is the recession 

around 2008-2009 likely had ripple effects into subsequent years. 
  

2. There is a very pronounced set of dips in recent years for materials spending.  What caused 
this and how has it impacted the implementation of the library’s current long range plan?  
 
A. Again, would need to see what you’re referring to – could it have to do with the fact 

that most materials expenditures come from revenue raised and interest accrued from 
the Library’s endowment held by the Trustees of the Library Corporation, rather than 
funds from the municipal budget?  The Town historically has provided funds for 
building and staffing, and Trustees have provided funding for materials and 
programming. 
 

3. Periodical subscriptions have been falling nationally in libraries since about 2002.  The trend 
in Altoona and at Hingham has been far more pronounced.  Is this the result of budget 
difficulties or part of the implementation of the library’s planning?  
 
A. We are watching this one.  A few years back after the recession when funding was 

tight, the previous director decided to drastically cut periodicals spending and thus 
available titles. Add in access to Zinio digital magazines. Then once we began to add 
back titles, many print subscriptions were moving to online copies only, and the 
magazines themselves were getting noticeably thinner. We’ve added back a number of 
lost titles and new ones, and are monitoring. However, I believe shelving is a big 
problem, not enough face out and all back copies not visible – we hope to change move 
to face out only for magazines if we are successful and get grant funding for a 
renovation. 
 

4. Is the pronounced book collection drop in early 2000 the result of weeding prior to moving 
into a new building?  Is the library meeting current objectives for book collection 
development?    
 
A. Yes, we weeded heavily since we didn’t want to take it all with us when we moved to a 

temporary location and back. As for collection development, we just recently added 
Hoopla for streaming music and video as well as access to digital content such as 
ebooks; just revamped the art loaning collection with new prints and original artwork; 
Local History Librarian, with extra time off desk now due to Ref support staff is 
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deaccessioning/discarding local history materials as needed and cataloging/organizing 
often neglected and ignored local history collections, digitizing as he goes. 
 

5. Nationally staffing has been stable while it has fallen moderately as it has in Altoona.  Has 
this been the results of budget cuts, and, if so, how what impact has it had on planning 
measures?  
 
A. We suffered staffing cuts in the form of retirements not being filled or hours moved to 

other positions to create better opportunities to meet staffing needs in the recession 
years. Staffing has been somewhat stable since, but when someone retires or leaves, 
we’ve been taking the opportunity to evaluate what we need and oftentimes reallocate 
hours to other positions more in demand (not just filling as is without taking a look). 
Hoping to create new job titles/positions with approval of town Personnel Board, to 
have on hand and ready to fill when someone either leaves or retires from say a 
Library Technician position – will work on this within the year with both Town and 
Union (likely after next contract is settled by the end of this fiscal year). 
 

6. Hingham’s expenditure per circulation is substantially better than national averages although 
it has varied somewhat over the years.  What thoughts do you have about how to achieve and 
maintain this level of productivity?   
 
A. We’re fortunate that Hingham is an affluent town whose residents are typically well-

educated and work in professional positions. There is a strong pride in this town and 
it’s history, and residents give back to their communities and often get highly involved 
in Town issues. The Library has consistently received strong support from the residents 
– they love us and are proud of their library! But to maintain and achieve this level of 
productivity, we must offer consistent, outstanding, and friendly customer service, have 
decent offerings and a comfortable place to visit. 
 

7. The total visitor count has declined recently but still remains far above Altoona’s rate and 
that of all other libraries nationally?  What thoughts do you have about what causes resident 
visitor rates to be so much higher even if it is falling lately? 
 
A. See above – residents love their library. We offer friendly service, good materials, and 

fantastic programs for people of all ages. Our non-resident circ is as high as 25% of 
our total circ. Patrons at the front desk from other towns have often said to me that 
they like us better because we’re so nice and friendly. Staff treat patrons like neighbors 
(and they often are) – and they take it personally to make sure patrons leave happy. 
 

8. Visits per open hour at Hingham are more than twice the rate found in Altoona or nationally, 
although the rate has been falling since 2002.  Do you have thoughts about what leads to this 
higher than usual rate? 
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A. High non-residents usage, and offering many programs throughout the day to help 
bring people in the doors – lectures, author talks, children’s programs, movies, 
concerts, etc. 
 

9. Although the circulation has been falling recently it is a lot higher than Altoona or other 
libraries nationally.  What do you think accounts for this?  Is there anything in your plan that 
you think helps with the circulation rate? 
 
B. Great collection – we have the space for many books, best AV collection in the entire 

region – by far – and past good practices in acquiring a wide diversity of titles. We 
often have films and books that other libraries don’t have.  Anything in the plan that 
refers to staff training, marketing and display of materials helps the circulation rate. 
 

10. The number of items circulated per full time staff hour, though falling recently, is still at 
nearly half again the national rate?  What accounts for this?   
 
C. Sorry but not quite sure what you’re asking. Would need to see the numbers to make 

sense of what’s happening with this. 
 

11. Every hour the library is open, people circulate far more items than national averages. Did 
recent budget shortfalls have an effect here?  Any thoughts on where this high rate comes 
from?   
 
D. If you mean a high rate of circulation per hour, this would be due to our extensive and 

diverse collections, and the staff who help people find what they’re looking for and 
oftentimes what they just happen to see when they’re here. 
 

12. Nationally the reference rate has been drifting lower.  In Altoona, as in Hingham, it has fallen 
precipitously.  Was this a planned reduction in service?  If not, what do you think accounts 
for the decline?  
 
E. Google and the Internet. People finding information fast online. Law of Least Effort. 

Seems good enough and does the trick – easy, quick, not complicated, no waiting. 
However, as we know, it doesn’t mean it’s the best (or even correct!) but many folks 
seem to be satisfied with what they perceive to be good enough. Need to counter this 
with marketing and education of what we have, how easy it is to use, and how our 
resources can provide quality information and people to help. 
 

13. Hingham’s rate of program attendance is higher and rising at a much faster rate?  Does this 
trend reflect current planning?  
 
F. Yes, last year the Trustees agreed to my request to double the programming budget 

from $6,000 to $12,000, and we have been revamping how we plan programming to 
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achieve greater planning, promotion, breadth and depth.  Libraries are doing so much 
more beyond transactions, and people are learning to come here for the education, 
entertainment, and experience beyond the book. I believe that frequent and good 
programming is vital to the success of libraries as we move forward. 
 

14. Public Internet Terminal use is more than twice the national or Altoona rate?  Any thoughts 
about what accounts for this?  Do you expect the recent reduction in rates to continue for the 
future?    
 
G. We have a number of internet computers, no sign in or time limits make it easy to use. 

Again, it’s important not to make people jump through hoops and to simplify as many 
library processes and experiences as possible (eliminate pain points to user 
experience). Reduction in rates I expect might continue as people bring their own 
devices, connect to wireless, and use cell phones. 
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G. APPENDIX  - Graphs of Library Data 1999 to 2014 
 

Note on Reporting Years Used 

At the time of writing the latest available data from the Institute of Museums and 
Libraries (IMLS) was from 2014. Annual reports for that year were filed in 2015 with 
their states and compiled by IMLS and published in 2016.  Note that reporting years vary 
widely among the states.  Most states use calendar years, but others have fiscal years that 
end in a wide variety of months.  Altoona Public Library’s fiscal year runs from July 1 to 
June 30.  

 

Libraries highlighted in this report. 

1. Altoona Public Library (Polk County Iowa) engaged Consensus, a nonprofit that 
works for clients in Kansas City and around the U.S.  The library is in the Des Moines 
metropolitan area of Iowa.   
 

2. Hingham Public Library (Plymouth County Massachusetts). The library is south of 
Boston.   
 

3. All Other. The reported averages are for the 800 city (municipal) libraries in the U.S. 
with a population of between 10,000 and 25,000. Note that libraries that have other forms 
of organization such as city-county or non-profit are not included.   
 
 

Other Best Practice Libraries.   

The research for this report identified 16 other libraries with exceptional input and output 
measures that are not covered in detail here.  These libraries are listed at the end of this 
report. 
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1.1 Total Operating Expenditures- 1999-2014 
 

Hingham’s total operating expenditures far exceed those of Altoona and all other libraries in the 
800-library sample.  There are noticeable dips in recent years.  What happened to explain these 
dips?   
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1.2 Materials Expenditures- 1999-2014 
 

There is a very pronounced set of dips in recent years for materials spending.  What caused this 
and how has it impacted the implementation of the library’s current long range plan?  
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1.3 Periodical Subscriptions- 1999-2014  
 

Periodical subscriptions have been falling nationally in libraries since about 2002.  The trend in 
Altoona and at Hingham has been far more pronounced.  Is this the result of budget difficulties 
or part of the implementation of the library’s planning?  
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1.4 Book Volumes Owned- 1999-2014  
 

Is the pronounced drop in early 2000 the result of weeding prior to moving into a new building?  
Is the library meeting current objectives for book collection development?    
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1.5 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) Staff- 1999-2014 
 

Nationally staffing has been stable while it has fallen moderately as it has in Altoona.  Has this 
been the results of budget cuts, and, if so, how what impact has it had on planning measures?  
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1.6 Expenditure per Circulation- 1999-2014 
 

Hingham’s expenditure per circulation is substantially better than national averages although it 
has varied somewhat over the years.  What thoughts do you have about how to achieve and 
maintain this level of productivity?   
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1.7 Annual Visits- 1999-2014 
 

The total visitor count has declined recently but still remains far above Altoona’s rate and that of 
all other libraries nationally?  What thoughts do you have about what causes resident visitor rates 
to be so much higher even if it is falling lately? 
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1.8 Visits per Open Hour- 1999-2014 
 

Visits per open hour at Hingham are more than twice the rate found in Altoona or nationally, 
although the rate has been falling since 2002.  Do you have thoughts about what leads to this 
higher than usual rate? 
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1.9 Annual Circulation- 1999-2014 
 

Although the circulation has been falling recently it is a lot higher than Altoona or other libraries 
nationally.  What do you think accounts for this?  Is there anything in your plan that you think helps 
with the circulation rate? 

  

 

 

  



Thomas J. Hennen Jr. Report for Consensus June 2017 

29 | P a g e  
 

1.10 Circulation per Full Time Equivalent Staff Hour- 1999-2014 
 

The number of items circulated per full time staff hour, though falling recently, is still at nearly 
half again the national rate?  What accounts for this?   
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1.11 Circulation per Open Hour- 1999-2014  
 

Every hour the library is open, people circulate far more items than national averages. Did recent 
budget shortfalls have an effect here?  Any thoughts on where this high rate comes from?   
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1.12 Reference Queries- 1999-2014 
 

Nationally the reference rate has been drifting lower.  In Altoona, as in Hingham, it has fallen 
precipitously.  Was this a planned reduction in service?  If not, what do you think accounts for 
the decline?  
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1.13 Program Attendance- 2004-2014 
 

Hingham’s rate of program attendance is higher and rising at a much faster rate?  Does this trend 
reflect current planning?  
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1.14 Public Internet Terminal Uses- 2006-2012 
 

Public Internet Terminal use is more than twice the national or Altoona rate?  Any thoughts 
about what accounts for this?  Do you expect the recent reduction in rates to continue for the 
future?    
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H. Complete List of Best Practice Libraries and Counties  
 
Best Practice Libraries  

1. Altoona Public Library  
2. De Forest Public Library WI  
3. Delafield Public Library WI  
4. East Long Meadow Public Library MA  
5. Glen Carbon Centennial Library District IL  
6. Hingham Public Library MA  
7. Leach Library (Londonderry) NH  
8. Long Meadow - Richard Salter Storrs Library MA  
9. Montville Township Public Library NJ  
10. Mount Horeb Public Library WI  
11. Mukwonago Community Library WI  
12. Oregon Public Library WI  
13. San Anselmo Public Library CA  
14. Sharon Public Library MA  
15. Stoughton Public Library WI  
16. Verona Public Library WI  
17. Waunakee Public Library WI  

 
Counties 

1. Polk County, Iowa  
2. Dane County, Wisconsin  
3. Hampden County, Massachusetts  
4. Madison County, Illinois  
5. Marin County, California  
6. Morris County, New Jersey 
7. Norfolk County, Massachusetts  
8. Plymouth County, Massachusetts  
9. Rockingham County, New Hampshire  
10. Waukesha County, Wisconsin  

 

Libraries to look to for key measures: 
 

 Circulation per open hour: Hingham, Londonderry.  
 Visits per Hour – East Longmeadow, Hingham Mukwonago, Oregon.  
 Total Visits.  DeForest, Oregon.  
 Cost per Circulation. Londonderry, Montville, Mukwonago.  
 Circulation per FTE staff. East Longmeadow, Londonderry.  
 Expenditures per Capita. East Longmeadow, Mount Horeb.  
 Program Attendance. DeForest, Mount Horeb. 
 Public Internet uses – East Longmeadow, Glen Carbon.  


