
Finally Fines Free! 

Explore different ways of using 
data to help your library advocate 

for going Fines Free
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Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Presenting today:

Alison Clarke, Coordinator, Performance 
Measures & Data, Brampton Library

Kelly Bernstein, CEO, Brant County 
Library

OPLA Research & Evaluation Committee

Agenda:

● Analyzing overdue data
● Impacts on circulation
● Customer relationships
● Impact of fines on customers
● Budget implications
● Hidden costs
● Political impact
● You’re in good company! 
● Where to find all of these resources 
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Download materials for going fine free at: 
https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/ 

https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/


Some of the concerns about going 
fines free include worries about 
customers taking longer to return 
items, or maybe not returning them 
at all. 

How can you use your data to 
understand customer return 
patterns and see what happens 
before and after you go fines free?

Overdue Timing

What data?
● Item barcode
● Due date
● Collection name
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Overdue Timing

The DATEDIF formula 
calculates how many days 
between two dates - in this 
case, the Due Date, and the 
Date the data was pulled. 
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Overdue Timing

Use a pivot table to 
total how many items 
are overdue by how 
many days
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Overdue Timing

What data?
● Item barcode
● Due date
● Collection name

● Pull data several times over a period of time - different months, 
different seasons to establish a baseline

● How many items are overdue?
● How long are items overdue?
● Is the count similar over time?
● Is there a difference in the pattern between adult and children’s 

materials?
● Run the data again during and after the pilot test to check for 

differences in the patterns
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Video & slide deck outlining steps is available on  https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/ 

https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

● Collect circulation baselines before starting your pilot
● Adult v children’s - might depend on the nature of the pilot
● Seeing results might take a while
● You may not get dramatic results
● Look for results in other data

○ Program attendance
○ In-person visits
○ Printing
○ Computer usage

Impact on circulation
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Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Fine collection often strains relationships between staff and customers. Library fines and the anxiety prompted by the 
threat of fines deter people from using the library.

● Negative interactions at the circulation desk are often related to fines, resulting in stress for both the library user 
and the library clerk.

● In Brampton, analysis revealed that over the past 5 years 3 out of 10 of customers who go inactive each year 
have fines. Those fines will never be paid. Those customers are not coming back.

Unrein, Sabrina. (2020). “Overdue Fines: Advantages, Disadvantages, and How Eliminating Them Can Benefit Public Libraries.” 
Syracuse, NY: iSchool Public Libraries Initiative at Syracuse University. 
https://ischool.syr.edu/five-unexpected-benefits-to-eliminating-library-fines/  

Fines impact the library's relationship with    
library users and keep people away
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https://ischool.syr.edu/five-unexpected-benefits-to-eliminating-library-fines/


Ottawa Public Library staff found the majority of users whose accounts had been blocked (suspended 
due to fees owing of more than $50) were located in low-income neighbourhoods. 

Library fines impact our 
communities unevenly

43% of library users with accounts in collections 
were identified as members of visible minorities.

34% of all accounts with fines were held by 
children and teens

43% 34% 

9Ottawa Public Library. 2020, Oct 13. “Report to Ottawa Public Library Board: Materials Recovery Model. http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186 

http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186


“But no one will bring their books back!”

User feedback at Temiskaming Shores Public Library shows that the number one concern from 
community members about the library going fine free is related to the treatment or mistreatment of 
library resources.

There is a difference between library late fines and fees for lost items. Removing late fines removes 
socio-economic barriers while keeping fees for lost items maintains accountability.

The library serves people, not books

10Bernstein, Kelly (2018) “A Fine Balance: How Eliminating Library Fines Removes Economic Barriers to an Essential Public Service”



Particularly in today’s challenging times, libraries need to remove barriers and connect children to the 
information and resources they need for school, for lifelong learning, and for culture and entertainment. 
Eliminating overdue fines will ensure that all children have equitable access to library resources.

In Ottawa, 
3,500 children and teens 
had accounts had their accounts

blocked due to fines

11Ottawa Public Library. 2020, Oct 13. “Report to Ottawa Public Library Board: Materials Recovery Model. http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186 

http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186


Bust the Myths!
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The committee has created a slide 
deck you can download and 
customize to support your library’s 
efforts for going fine free. 

Direct: 
https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/ 

Find these resources here: 
www.AccessOLA.com 

> Advocacy
> Public Library Issues

> Fine Free Libraries

https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/
http://www.accessola.com


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Overdue fines are perceived to be a major source of revenue, 
but they are not.

Fine revenue is typically less than 1% of a library’s 
annual operating budget.

Budget Implications
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Peterborough Public Library. 2021, June 28. “Report to Peterborough Public Library Board:  Fine Free Service Budgeting, Fine Free Service Budgeting 
https://pub-peterborough.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=29200

https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/09-28-2020-vpl-board-report-on-fine-free.pdf

https://pub-peterborough.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=29200


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

As digital material use increases, fine revenue decreases

Fines are not a reliable source of future revenue

Budget Assumptions
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Vancouver Public Library Fine Revenue 
Budget vs. Actual 2010-2019

Vancouver Public Library. 2020, Sept 17. Report to Library Board: “2021 New Investment Request for Expansion of 
Fine-Free Services” https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/09-28-2020-vpl-board-report-on-fine-free.pdf



Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

While fines are a revenue source for public libraries, the 
cost of collecting those fines can easily outweigh those 
revenues.

Hidden Costs:
Fines Collection isn’t 
free

$5.95 $5

To collect a $5 fine…. A 10 minute staff interaction 
would costs $5.95 in staff 
wages and mailed notice 
alone.
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Customize the infographic for your library

Use the template created by the OPLA Research and 
Evaluations Committee to create your own customized 
infographic: 

1. Learn how to calculate the hidden costs of 
fines collection at your board  

2. Learn how to modify the infographic using 
Canva

3. Access our template iceberg infographic in 
Canva

https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/

Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Create Your Own Iceberg
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https://www.canva.com/design/DAEj_QYRkvI/6imXeRhermkMRGgFymkanw/view?utm_content=DAEj_QYRkvI&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=sharebutton&mode=preview
https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021-08-How-to-create-your-own-iceberg.pdf
https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021-08-How-to-create-your-own-iceberg.pdf
https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021-How-to-modify-a-template-in-Canva.pdf
https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021-How-to-modify-a-template-in-Canva.pdf
https://www.canva.com/design/DAEj_QYRkvI/6imXeRhermkMRGgFymkanw/view?utm_content=DAEj_QYRkvI&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=sharebutton&mode=preview
https://www.canva.com/design/DAEj_QYRkvI/6imXeRhermkMRGgFymkanw/view?utm_content=DAEj_QYRkvI&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=sharebutton&mode=preview
https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Maintaining fines as a revenue model is not only bad for the bottom line, it can ultimately harm the program

             Revenue  +  Deterred Users      =              Cost Per Use

Know and understand your cost per use metrics:

http://www.mtc.gov.on.ca/en/libraries/statistics_2020.shtml 

Political Impact
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http://www.mtc.gov.on.ca/en/libraries/statistics_2020.shtml


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

As a community service with significant fixed costs, growing membership and increasing circulation are the 
best methods of decreasing cost per use. Councils are definitely paying attention to that!

Taking steps to increase use and decrease cost per use demonstrates fiscal responsibility to your funders

Political Impact
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http://mbncanada.ca/app/uploads/2021/10/2020-performance-measurement-report.pdf
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/pdf/2015/03/ensuring-service-value-for-money.pdf

http://mbncanada.ca/app/uploads/2021/10/2020-performance-measurement-report.pdf


Fines impacts the library's relationship with library users

Library fines discourage use and engender fear

Eliminating fines re-centres focus on the Library as a public service and encourages civic 
engagement and use of a critical municipal resource 

“Among governments, there is a new 
appreciation for citizen centricity, and a 

growing movement towards a redefined view 
of citizens as consumers”

    KMPG, 2021
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https://home.kpmg/ca/en/home/insights/2021/10/the-future-of-government.html



Fines impacts the library's relationship with library usersYou’re in good company!
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Source: Librarianship.ca 



Find all the OPLA Research & Evaluation Committee tools here: https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/

2020 MBNCanada Performance Measurement Report

KPMG: Services to Local Government  & The future of government - KPMG Canada 

Librarianship.ca & Fines-Free. https://librarianship.ca/features/fine-free-libraries-in-canada/ 
  
Ottawa Public Library. 2020, Oct 13. “Report to Ottawa Public Library Board: Materials Recovery Model. http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186 

Peterborough Public Library. 2021, June 28. “Report to Peterborough Public Library Board:  Fine Free Service Budgeting, Fine Free Service Budgeting” 
https://pub-peterborough.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=29200 

Unrein, Sabrina. (2020). “Overdue Fines: Advantages, Disadvantages, and How Eliminating Them Can Benefit Public Libraries.” Syracuse, NY: iSchool 
Public Libraries Initiative at Syracuse University. https://ischool.syr.edu/five-unexpected-benefits-to-eliminating-library-fines/   

Vancouver Public Library. 2020, Sept 17. Report to Library Board: “2021 New Investment Request for Expansion of 
Fine-Free Services” https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/09-28-2020-vpl-board-report-on-fine-free.pdf 

Resources
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https://accessola.com/fines-free-libraries/
http://mbncanada.ca/app/uploads/2021/10/2020-performance-measurement-report.pdf
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/pdf/2015/03/ensuring-service-value-for-money.pdf
https://home.kpmg/ca/en/home/insights/2021/10/the-future-of-government.html
https://librarianship.ca/features/fine-free-libraries-in-canada/
http://ottwatch.ca/meetings/file/661186
https://pub-peterborough.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=29200
https://ischool.syr.edu/five-unexpected-benefits-to-eliminating-library-fines/
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/09-28-2020-vpl-board-report-on-fine-free.pdf


OPLA Research & Evaluation Committee
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Alison Clarke, Coordinator, Performance Measures & Data, Brampton Library, aclarke@bramlib.on.ca 

Andrea Cecchetto, Director, Service Excellence, Markham Public Library, acecch@markham.library.on.ca 

Erika Heesen, CEO/Chief Librarian, Perth & District Union Public Library, erikaheesen@gmail.com 

Kelly Bernstein, CEO, Brant County Library, kelly.bernstein@brant.ca 

Kim Silk, Evaluator, Brightsail Research, kim@brightsail.com 

Rebecca Hunt, Library CEO/Head Librarian, City of Temiskaming Shores Public Library, rhunt@temiskamingshores.ca 

OLA representative - Sarah Roberts, Advocacy & Research Officer, sroberts@accessola.com 
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