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THE NUMBER OF BOOK
CHALLENGES IN PUBLIC
LIBRARIES HAS BEEN
INCREASING OVER THE 
PAST DECADE.

A challenge is an attempt to

remove or restrict access to

materials based on the objections

of a person or group.
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WE WONDERED 
WHETHER THE WORDS PEOPLE USE

WHEN THEY CHALLENGE 
BOOKS MIGHT HAVE CHANGED 

OVER THE LAST 10 YEARS



So we collected some data... 

WE LOOKED AT 218 WRITTEN
CHALLENGES THAT WERE SUBMITTED TO
PUBLIC LIBRARIES
The documents collected included:

ALL submitted book challenges received by the Oregon Intellectual Freedom

Clearinghouse at the State Library of Oregon between 2013-2023

ALL submitted book challenges collected in Pierce County, Washington between

2013-2023

ALL submitted book challenges collected in Burbank, California between 2018-2022

ALL submitted book challenges collected from Sacramento Public Library (CA)

between 2013-2023



So we collected some data... 

WE INTERVIEWED 12 EXPERIENCED
LIBRARIANS
We conducted 12 standardized open-ended interviews with librarians from around the

United States. We specifically sought out librarians who had experience working with

patron complaints and/or reviewing written material challenges. 

In our interviews, many expressed that there has been a clear shift in the language

used by patrons within the last decade, and particularly within the last 5 years.



So we collected some data... 

WE COLLECTED 49 QUESTIONNAIRE
RESPONSES FROM LIBRARY WORKERS
Our survey included twelve questions regarding library worker experiences with formal

and informal book challenges, and compiled data regarding the changes over the last 10

years. The questionnaire was sent to dozens of library contacts across the country.

States represented in our final research include California, Florida, Maine, Ohio,

Oregon, Texas, Vermont, and Washington.



WE THEN ANALYZED THE
DATA FOR KEY WORDS,
TOPICS, AND COMMON
PHRASES

Our analysis looked at the rhetoric of patrons

and grouped it into 12 different themes. We

then looked to see how often these themes

showed up in a given year. This allowed us to

see trends in the language patrons use and

how this may have changed over the last

decade as challenges have been on the rise.



“INAPPROPRIATE

FOR
CHILDREN”

We found this phrase

80 times in our

research!

“PORNOGRAPHIC/

SEXUALLY

EXPLICIT”
We found these

phrases 51 times in

our research!

WORDS CAN CAUSE REAL HARM
“He called me and the teen librarian‘pedophiles

and groomers.’Wow. That's definitely language that

until the last couple of years, we really had never

encountered in any kind of pushback about library

materials...And of course, we are not pedophiles or

groomers, like those are really triggering words for

everybody, right?”

A Library Director -



WE READ THESE KINDS OF WORDS IN
WRITTEN COMPLAINTS FROM PATRONS:



LIBRARIANS TOLD US THEY HEARD THESE
KINDS OF WORDS FROM PATRONS:
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“Maybe that's underlying what was there all

along...It was suddenly okay to say things

that were hateful...it was coming from the

very top...There was a shift that happened,

and then it was normalized in a way I just

hadn't seen before."

-An Oregon Library Director



"The other factor that's definitely playing into how this conversation plays

out over the [last]10 years...what is available now in terms of the

complexity of the literature has really changed and shifted... We are seeing

more and more diverse voices represented... we're publishing more people of

color, authors of color...And maybe there's a consciousness of how race plays

into those stories, but there's so much more than a black character, so much

more than a Latino character. They're a complex, complete person who is

Latino... And for certain readers, that's more frightening to encounter. That's

more unnerving, right? Because it's less reductive...some people really would

like to keep [them] stuck in that reductive phase where all they are is

black, or all they are is Latino, and that they're not full, complex,

interesting human beings... So I think sometimes we're seeing readers react

to that, to their discomfort and their own inability to see communities of

color or queer folk as complex, interesting, layered people. "

- Oregon Youth Services Librarian



WE LEARNED THAT THE WORDS PEOPLE ARE USING HAVE CHANGED.
There has been an increase in rhetoric that complains about books featuring LGBTQIA+

themes, racial issues and political themes. Some of this language has become more violent

and we saw words like “burn it” written on challenges.

WE LEARNED THAT CONCERN OVER WHAT CHILDREN ARE READING HAS
ALWAYS BEEN THE TOP REASON FOR CHALLENGES

This theme was the #1 reason for challenges until 2023, when LGBTQIA+ themes shared the

#1 spot 

WE LEARNED THAT IN A MEDIA-SATURATED WORLD, RHETORIC IS EASILY
MIMICKED

"Folks on the either end of the political spectrum...would be using the language that is

popular in those circles. You pick up the shared vocabulary of your community.”

-A Cambridge, MA librarian



Implications for Practice

NAVIGATING CONTROVERSY
AND CENSORSHIP
In cases where book challenges are politically motivated, come from outside the community,

and/or use some of the inflammatory rhetoric we heard in our research, preparing for

challenges with well-crafted objectionable content policies and de-escalation strategies can

help stop attempted censorship before it takes hold.

REQUIRING CHALLENGES BE
BROUGHT BY A COMMUNITY
MEMBER

LIBRARY ADVOCACY WORK DE-ESCALATING ONE-ON-
ONE  INTERACTIONS WITH

PATRONS

YOUR IDEAS?



Implications for Practice

CONVERSATIONS WITH
PATRONS

Challenges reflect the social concerns patrons experience and are often contextualized within

greater political or social movements. Understanding the underlying concerns and values a patron

has can help guide more productive conversations.

Our research supports the belief that challenges are symbolic; as one of our interviewees postulates

those who are challenging books believe they are helping “vulnerable population[s].”This is a

motivation many of us can empathize with and to communicate where our values are aligned with

patrons. We want to reinstate nuance and human-ness into the conversations.

“The job of a librarian is not to eliminate controversial or offensive material from the library but

to contextualize those things for patrons. We want to foster community conversations around

controversial issues.” - August



"It is very hard as a librarian...to feel like you're constantly fighting

against this and it can be really wearing. And so I think it's really

important for us as librarians to figure out how we take care of ourselves

and how we get the support that we need. Or I think we're going to stop

doing the hard work, and instead we're going to choose not to order the

titles that we know will be controversial."

"I think that when you select materials for the public, you have a

responsibility to address each concern seriously. But I also feel...you can't

bow even to a majority rule when you have members of the community for

whom this book is perfect... Our community is made up of a very diverse

group of people.”

-An Oregon Library Director

Retired Children's Librarian -
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CONCLUSION

Further Research Needs

Questions?
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