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biographies

Audrey Barbakoff is an Adult Services Li-
brarian at Kitsap Regional Library, where 
she demonstrates her passion for community 
building and outreach through programs like 
Ferry Tales, a book group aboard a ferry. She 
was named a 2013 Library Journal Mover & 
Shaker and listed in Flavorwire’s “10 of the 
Coolest Librarians Alive.” Her articles have 
appeared in American Libraries, Public Librar-
ies, Library Philosophy and Practice, and In 
the Library with the Lead Pipe. She has written 

book chapters for Greening Libraries and Library Services for Multicul-
tural Patrons to Encourage Library Use. She received her MLIS from the 
iSchool at the University of Washington in 2010.
Visit www.the-bookaneer.com to learn more.

Ted McCoy is a children’s librarian, currently 
working in the Oakland Public Library system 
in Oakland, CA. He serves as a member of 
ALSC’s Great Websites for Kids Committee 
and 2014 National Institute Task Force. At 
the conclusion of the 2013 Emerging Leader 
program, he will begin a two-year term as a 
member of the ALSC Membership Committee. 
He is active with the Association of Children’s 
Librarians of Northern California, reviewing 
books for their monthly BayViews publication 
and serving as co-chair of their Performer’s 
Showcase Committee. Ted also reviews for School Library Journal. He 
loves being a children’s librarian and is dedicated to fostering genuine 
connections between public libraries and the communities we serve.
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Anna Johnson is a Ready to Read Specialist for the Columbus Metro-
politan Library in Columbus, Ohio. She trains low-income, at-risk par-
ents and caregivers of children newborn to age five on developing early 

literacy skills in the home. She takes the Ready 
to Read information outside of the library’s 
four walls, going into homes, schools and social 
service agencies. Anna is also fluent in Span-
ish and has extensive experience working with 
the Latino community. Her passion is meeting 
“people where they are” and building relation-
ships with those who are often in the most need 
of library services but unable to access them. 
Anna particularly enjoys working with teen 
parents as well as helping to develop the Ready 
to Read Corps, a first of its kind initiative.
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Audrey Evans is a law librarian at Davis Polk 
& Wardwell in New York City. When she is 
not researching the law, she is trying to learn 
how to change it as an information activist. She 
is primarily interested in intellectual freedom 
issues, privacy, freedom of expression, censor-
ship, intellectual property, and cultivating the 
public domain and our cultural commons. She 
is active in local efforts to support and promote 
the public libraries of New York City. Audrey 
also runs a monthly community Storytelling 
Salon called The Shed.  She constantly chal-
lenges the sidewalk chalk ordinances of New 
York City.

biographies

Lenore St. John is the Children’s Services 
Coordinator for the Tulsa City-County Library 
System. She administers system-wide programs 
and facilitates interaction between the chil-
dren’s staff members at 25 locations. She works 
with the Tulsa community to ensure that early 
literacy initiatives are a top priority by bring-
ing in featured authors and developing innova-
tive early literacy programs such as Sensory 
Storytimes. Lenore has a Masters in Library 
and Information Studies from the University 
of Oklahoma and represents the Oklahoma 
Library Association as the chair of the Social 
Responsibilities Round Table. She is also an ac-
tive part of the Tulsa community as a member 
of the Junior League of Tulsa.
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Have you ever thought about running a 
public awareness or advocacy campaign in 
your library?
Did you wonder if there was some secret to 
making it successful?
We welcome you to Public Libraries: Campaigns That Made 
a Difference. This publication is the culmination of our 2013 
Emerging Leaders project. The Public Library Association 
(PLA) tasked our team with beginning to explore successful 
public awareness campaigns in public libraries around the 
country. 

What made them successful? What do they have in common? 
What universal lessons could you apply in your own library? 

We considered several research methods, but ultimately 
settled on case studies of nine successful public awareness 
campaigns. While we hope that future teams will undertake 
broader surveys to gather complementary quantitative data, 
we felt that a thorough understanding of what makes a suc-
cessful campaign would have to begin with an exploration of 
the qualitative factors through in-depth research and conver-
sation. The discussions we had with directors, administrators, 
and staff were unbelievably exciting and inspiring. Their pas-
sion for their libraries, their communities and their campaigns 
was nothing short of infectious. We think you will enjoy get-
ting to know them through these pages as much as we have. 

The libraries we selected represent a wide range, from a 
single-location rural library in the Midwest to the 91-branch 
New York Public Library system. The campaigns also fall into 

Introduction
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a variety of categories: some are urgent responses to financial 
crises while others an exciting boost to an already-successful 
program. The case studies can be read in any order, so feel 
free to flip straight to the one that seems most relevant to 
you. But don’t overlook the library systems or campaigns that 
seem very different from your own; each one reveals several 
far-reaching lessons that can benefit us all.

We would like to thank ALA for the opportunities and 
growth we have experienced as part of the Emerging Leaders 
program, and PLA for sponsoring the project we have enjoyed 
so much. We do not have the words to express our apprecia-
tion and gratitude for the invaluable guidance of our mentor, 
Manya Shorr from the Omaha Public Library, and our PLA 
liaison, Lian Sze. 

Happy campaigning,
Audrey Barbakoff, Audrey Evans, Anna Johnson, Ted McCoy, 
and Lenore St. John
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Charlotte-Mecklenburg Library
Audrey Barbakoff

This success story began with a 
catastrophe. In 2011, the Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Library (CML) unexpect-
edly found itself facing a 50% budget 
cut. As it considered massive layoffs, 
branch closures, and severe reductions 
in service, the library realized that its 
goals would have to go beyond address-
ing the overwhelming immediate fiscal 
problems. Some of those were mitigated 
in the short term by grassroots com-
munity efforts, but this did not address 
the larger issues that motivated the cuts. 
The library would have to repair its 
troubled relationship with its funder, the 
county. 

Looking back, says CML Mar-
keting and Communications Director 
Cordelia Anderson, the cause of the 
sudden disaster was “the lack of a strong 
relationships between the library and 
the county.” The county truly did not 
understand how deeply this cut would 
affect the library; it didn’t know how the 
budget was structured. When the library 
reacted with a plan to close half the 
branches, it was met with disbelief and 
a perception that it was overplaying the 
problem to elicit community support. 
To overcome this misunderstanding and 
mistrust, the library realized it had to 
take the first step towards compromise.

First, the library put together a “sus-
tainability plan” which focused on one 
primary goal: avoiding branch closures. 

It made concessions to the county, such 
as consolidating security and mainte-
nance; in return, the county credited 
the savings to the library. The library 
identified four branches that would be 
the least impactful to close, and cut back 
on hours and services system-wide. It 
redoubled its efforts to be transparent, 
inviting the town finance director and 
the media to public forums and reaching 
out to individual commissioners. In addi-
tion to mitigating some of the immedi-
ate financial impacts, these conversa-
tions with the county created a space for 
dialogue and relationship building. 

Ultimately, the county and the library re-
alized they could work together with the 
community to create a long-term solu-
tion. A 17-member coalition of interested 
and objective citizens, called The Future 
of the Library Task Force, was convened. 
The library created a CEO role to help 
implement its recommendations. The li-

The Campaign

money

The Future of the Library
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brary also ensured 
that the process 
had a strong media 
presence, and that 
it told the com-
munity its story 
cogently through 
this media. 

“Once there 
was something 

for the public 
to rally around, 
even if it wasn’t 

perfect, they 
could get on 

board.”

Public sup-
port has borne 
out the power 

of the library 
learning to tell 

its story.

Overall, this campaign was successful 
because the doomsday fiscal scenario 
was mitigated, and many of the cuts to 
staff and hours have since been slowly 
restored. More importantly, the library 
and the county built a strong, trusting 
relationship that will ensure long-term 
library sustainability. The Foundation for 
the Carolinas, which provided fund-
ing for the task force, wrote that this 
initiative was “widely seen as a success.” 
Public support has borne out the power 
of the library learning to tell its story; 
survey results show that community 
members considered the library even 
more important in 2013 than they did in 
2011. 

CML’s campaign to save its 
libraries has several key takeaways. The 
first is to learn to tell your financial story. 
In the beginning of the process, the 
library realized that it merely reacted 
while others were telling its story. It 
needed to be in control of its own 
image. “Never in a million years” did 
Ms. Anderson think she and her staff 
would become experts in public funding. 
However, demonstrating to the public 
that the library is a good steward of its 
funds proved essential to building trust. 
“I memorized a lot of numbers and had 
to be able to explain them to people who 

don’t do public budgets for a living,” she 
says.

Second, improving relationships 
and communication with funders is 
critical for long-term financial sustain-
ability. Transparency and willingness 
to compromise are essential. A lack of 
understanding about the library’s budget 
led to severe cuts, but a willingness to 
make concessions and consider all pos-
sible solutions won back the trust of 
county officials and the public. 

Finally, come 
forward with a 
solution, not a 
problem. “Oh my 
god, we have to lay 
off staff and cut 
hours’ isn’t a rally-
ing message,” says 
Ms. Anderson. 

“And it made people turn on the library. 
Once there was something for the public 
to rally around, even if it wasn’t perfect, 
they could get on board.” For issues large 
or small, leading with solutions is crucial. 
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Columbus Metropolitan Library
Anna Johnson

money

In 2010, Columbus, OH’s Columbus 
Metropolitan Library (CML) needed 

voters’ help to keep the library strong. 
The library sought to pass an operational 
levy in order to keep half of its twenty-
one locations open and restore reduced 
hours of operation due to cuts in state 
funding and other revenue sources. 
Asking for additional taxes during a time 
where taxpayers were already feeling 
financially burdened was a daunting task. 
Furthermore, CML would need to prove 
the value of the library to all registered 
voters, rather than just its cardholders. 
In order to reach this wider audience, 
it launched the Keep CML Strong 
Campaign.

The goal of Keep CML Strong was 
simple: passage of the levy to support 
library funding in Columbus. Fifty-one 
percent voter approval was needed to 
restore hours of operation, make neces-
sary updates to buildings and technology, 
and provide customers with continued 
quality programming and services. Alison 
Circle, CML’s current CXO, served as 
Director of Marketing during the cam-
paign. She explained the message of the 
campaign was multi-tiered to suit the 
wide array of voters going to the polls.

To gain the vote of the card-
holders, the library would have to show 
both how their vote was contributing to 
the larger picture of improved library 

The Campaign

services and how their local branch was 
part of a larger system.

To this end, each branch dis-
played statistics of their services and 
programs such as the homework help 
centers, job help centers, and check-
outs, as well as photos of branch staff in 
action. This helped demonstrate how a 
vote for CML was vital to maintaining 
these programs in their local branch. For 
registered voters without library cards, 
the library had to prove its worth to the 
community. Alison Circle explained that 
its message to these voters was that the 
library is “a well-managed institution of 
value to the community. We are fiscally 
responsible; it was no coincidence that 
our CFO was named 2010 CFO of the 

year. Columbus 
Metropolitan 
Library, Library 
Journal’s 2010 Li-
brary of the Year, 
also had a place 
among Colum-
bus’s number one 
ranked zoo and 
science center.”

Yard signs, radio 
and television 
ads, literature 

drops, newspa-
per editorials, 

and social media 
were all utilized 
to advocate for 

the levy.

Keep CML Strong
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Another strategy to demonstrate CML’s 
value to the community began years 
prior to the operational levy. A massive 
rebranding effort was undertaken to 
showcase how current and modern the 
library was. This effort specifically high-
lighted several library staff members, 
according to Circle, to “show that in the 
age of Google, our people are an invalu-
able resource.” Before the 2010 election 
season, the library left no potential 
message outlet untapped. Yard signs, 
radio and television ads, literature drops, 
newspaper editorials, and social media 
were all utilized to advocate for the 

The Takeaways

levy. This proved no easy task. Library 
staff was specifically trained to stay on 
message when working with the public, 
providing information only and avoid-
ing library advocacy while using library 
resources or during paid time.

Even with the complex, challenging 
nature of the Keep CML Strong cam-
paign, its efforts proved successful when 
the levy passed by 66%. The approach 
was to make the complex simple in the 
message that the CML is a well-managed 

institution of value 
to the commu-
nity. In some of 
the most difficult 
financial times 
since the Great 

“The approach 
was to make 
the complex 

simple.”

Depression, the library gained the sup-
port of taxpayers, library cardholders 
and non-card holders alike. 
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NYPL
Audrey Evans

numbers

The New York Public Library may be 
a behemoth public library system by 

most standards, but the 91 branch library 
system still struggles with the same 
issues that smaller public libraries face 
daily. At the forefront of these: how can 
libraries authentically engage with their 
communities?

 This question was an animating force 
behind NYPL’s 2012 Library Card Sign-
Up Campaign. The campaign was a fo-
cused, 30-day engagement that centered 
on sharing quotes from well-known and 
influential New Yorkers describing how 
and why the library is valuable to them. 
The quotes were paired with a straight-
forward invitation to sign up for a library 
card online. 

Johannes Neuer, working in 
conjunction with the marketing and 
PR teams at NYPL, explained that at 
the outset of the campaign, the team’s 
only goal was to increase sign-ups. But 
they also set out with an experimental 
mindset that aimed to reach as many 
people in its community as possible with 
messages that they knew would resonate.

When planning the design for 
their campaign, Johannes and his team 
thought carefully about the type of 
content that had been successful in the 
past. The most successful interactions on 
social media over the past two years had 
come from quotes.  This fact inspired 
them to take a risk and build their 

entire campaign 
around quotes 
from celebrities, 
authors, writers, 
and others in their 
community who 
had something 
nice to say about 

the library. They gathered 30 contribu-
tions -- one for each day in September. 
Once the campaign launched,  it was all 
down to the discipline of executing and 
pushing out the content every single day 
for the duration of the month. 

This campaign was successful in 
two ways: first, it significantly increased 
library card sign-ups.  There were 21% 
more library card sign-ups in 2012 than 
in 2011, and 35% more than the aver-
age monthly online sign-ups during the 
previous year. But there was also another 
hidden vein of success that emerged: 
the library saw an enormous increase 

The Campaign

“The campaign 
was success-

ful because 
it spoke to 

people. It hit in 
an emotional 

spot.”

in interactions across all platforms 
-- Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Google 
+, and Pinterest. People were sharing 
this content, liking it, and commenting 

Library Card Sign-Up
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“Get creative 
with what you 

have that is 
unique about 

your commu-
nity and the 
people you 

serve. These 
are the people 

who can advo-
cate for you.”

The Takeaways

on it. They were making it their own. 
Facebook was the largest contributor to 
the campaign’s success, generating about 
70% of the interactions. The Facebook 
page averaged 720 interactions per post 
over the entire month. Community 
members were clearly excited to have 
content that they could identify with 
and share among their peers that demon-
strated their support for the library.

Johannes sums up the success 
of this public awareness campaign by 
reflecting: “I think the campaign was 
successful because it spoke to people. It 
hit in an emotional spot that people can 
identify with. Reading and books and 
literacy -- those are really important top-
ics to people who are in the social media 
community around NYPL.”

Importantly, NYPL was able to 
reach out to a broader community by 
leveraging the power of its various social 
networks.  Because they had so many 
interactions on their posts, each daily 
message became viral and they were able 
to reach the outer edges of the network. 
Johannes believes that this is how the 
library was able to reach new people who 
were interested in becoming library card 
holders.

By thoughtfully developing the content 
and strategy behind public awareness 
campaign, the NYPL team was able 
to simultaneously communicate the 
value of their institution, engage their 
community in propagating and sharing 
this message with a wider audience, and 
also accomplish their short-term goal of 

increasing library card sign-ups. 
Johannes was careful to note that he 
does not believe a library needs market-
ing and publicity departments to execute 
this type of strategic public awareness 

outreach. It is more a matter of finding 
the best voices in your community that 
can advocate on your behalf and then 
giving them a platform to do so.

 “If you have a library board or 
people who are influential in the com-
munity -- develop these relationships 
and leverage them to find the people 
that can speak out on behalf of your 
library -- it could be the mayor, local 
sports celebrities, literally anyone who 
can become an advocate of your library. 

The most impor-
tant part of the 
campaign is the 
inspiration. Get 
creative with what 
you have that is 
unique about your 
community and 
the people you 
serve. These are 
the people who 
can advocate for 
you.”
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In 2011, Butte County Library (BCL) 
launched the “In Touch with Parents 

about Literacy Services” campaign, 
with the primary goal of increasing 
enrollment in the BCL Adult Reading 
Program, a program offering literacy 
coaching and support for adult learners. 
Specific focus was placed on reaching 
out to parents of young children who 
might benefit from adult literacy servic-
es. BCL primarily measured success for 
the “In Touch” campaign by increased 
enrollment in Adult Reading Program, 
though it was also important to raise 

awareness of BCL 
and its Adult 
Reading Program 
as a resource for 
the community. As 

BCL library literacy specialist and cam-
paign organizer Carey Gross observed, 
“What is good for literacy is good for 
the library!”

Butte County Library
Ted McCoy

numbers

“What is good 
for literacy is 
good for the 

library!”

The “In Touch” campaign adopted a 
two-part strategy. High visibility cam-
paign materials were created to reach 
out to adults who might be interested 
in or benefit from a literacy program. 
These consisted of four banners to be 
displayed outside libraries, as well as four 
different posters and informational busi-
ness cards. This approach was developed 
largely with former and current adult 
learners offering both feedback on what 
made the program successful to them, 

and highly valued suggestions as to what 
would best reach out to potential adult 
learners. Next, “In Touch” utilized the 
BCL Literacy Coach, a 36-foot custom-
ized vehicle that travels throughout 
the county providing storytimes, to get 
the word into homes of parents with 

young children. During Literacy Coach 
storytimes, children were given what 
were described to them as “very impor-
tant” envelopes of information from the 
library to be shared with the grownups 
in their lives, including materials about 
the BCL Adult Reading Program and a 
“magic key” that could be brought into 
library and transformed into a “real” 

The Campaign

In Touch 
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libraries should 
approach 

campaigns 
with gusto and 

without res-
ervation, even 
when moving 

into uncharted 
territory

library card. While there was no precise 
tracking method, this inventive ap-
proach likely reached adult learners and 
parents who otherwise would not have 
known about the adult literacy resources 
available to them.

    BCL’s “In Touch” campaign 
was extremely successful. Achieving its 
primary purpose, BCL saw an increase 
in program enrollment as well as in the 
number of volunteer tutors. “In Touch” 
also directly led to a wide range of invita-
tions for BCL Literacy Staff, almost 
always accompanied by adult learners, to 
speak about the Adult Reading Program 
to community groups ranging from 
Friends of the Library to museum do-
cents to the Elks to a meeting consisting 
of over fifty employment case managers 
and a presentation to County Board 
of Supervisors. BCL further cemented 
their close relationship with First 5 Butte 
County, developing and printing some of 
the campaign materials to be used with 
Literacy Coach storytimes. In addition, 
adult learners, tutors and volunteers 
helped canvas the community with 
“In Touch with Parents about Literacy 
Services” posters, helping create a real 
sense of community and partnership 
especially for those who were actively 
involved when, for example, they walked 
into a business or an agency and saw one 
of the “In Touch” posters prominently 
displayed.

Three key takeaways can be pulled from 
BCL’s In Touch with Parents about 
Literacy campaign. Firstly, while increas-

ing Adult Reading Program enrollment 
was the campaign focus, it was equally 
important to raise awareness of the 
library as a valuable resource for the lo-
cal community. Secondly, for a campaign 
designed to reach adult learners, real 
strategic success and authentic messag-
ing came from incorporating feedback 
from former and current adult learners 
about what was and could be successful, 
rather than relying solely on internal 
planning efforts. Finally, libraries should 

The Takeaways

approach cam-
paigns with gusto 
and without reser-
vation, even when 
moving into un-
charted territory; 
undue worrying or 
concern for worst 
case scenarios can 
drain institutional 
time and energy.
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Sacramento Public Library
Ted McCoy

relationships

Sacramento Public Library (SPL) 
launched the You Belong @ Your 

Library campaign in 2012, with the pri-
mary goal of improving and expanding 
how welcoming SPL was to Sacramento’s 
GLBT community, as an extension of its 
institutional commitment to ensuring 
SPL welcomes all people to the library. 
SPL measured success for the campaign 
in three ways. It first sought to raise 
public awareness of the library’s fully 
inclusive nature and its value to the 
Sacramento GLBT community. It then 
looked to form partnerships with com-
munity groups such as the Lavender Li-
brary, Rainbow Chamber of Commerce, 
and PFLAG, among others, providing 
these groups’ members an understanding 
of their real stake in their public library. 
Finally, it sought to create a welcoming 
atmosphere and sense of investment for 
every person in Sacramento in all 28 SPL 
branches.

You Belong @ Your Library cumulated 
in a week of inclusive programming 
specifically focused on Sacramento’s 
GLBT community and targeted at all 
ages during National Library Week 2012. 
These programs included a Rainbow 
Family Egg Hunt and GLBT storytime, 
with over 300 eggs hidden throughout 
the library and its grounds, with a single 
golden egg hidden where the answers to 
all your questions in the library can be 
found: on the librarian. Other programs 
included a GLBT Community Partner 

Brown Bag Lunch at the Central Library, 
a “Come Out! for Aerobics” program, 
an “It Gets Better” video filming drop 
in, an GLBT movie night at the SPL 
Tsakopoulos Library Galleria (screening 
But I’m a Cheerleader and offering Just 
Dance gaming on Xbox Kinect), and 
Same Sex Speed Dating for Book Lovers.
By all measures, the You Belong @ Your 

Library campaign was a great success. 
In addition to the individual programs’ 
successes, which brought GLBT com-
munity members who may otherwise not 
have been utilizing SPL resources into 
the library, the campaign had a range of 
lasting impacts. Patrons requested an-
other Rainbow Family Egg Hunt in 2013, 
for instance, and the ongoing Rainbow 
Family Storytime is still receiving media 
attention. Further, SPL’s GLBT collec-

The Campaign

You Belong @ Your Library
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tion has grown 
significantly, as has 
its circulation, due 
in large part to in-
creased awareness 
of its availability. 
Though some in-
dividual programs 
had lower than 
hoped-for atten-
dance, a welcom-
ing community 

The Takeaways

was developed and the message sent that 
the library is a place for everyone. As 
SPL Branch Supervisor and campaign 
co-coordinator Jessica Zaker noted, cam-
paigns like You Belong @ Your Library 
“bring people in and make them feel 
invested in their libraries, and that’s how 
libraries stay alive.”

    SPL continues to build on the 
“You Belong @ Your Library” campaign 
momentum by strengthening its ongoing 
relationship with Sacramento’s GLBT 
community in a variety of ways. SPL 
hosted a table at Sacramento Pride, of-
fering booklists and campaign promo-
tional materials. SPL librarians guest-
judged a Gender Health Center spelling 
bee fundraiser. All 28 SPL libraries fea-
ture You Belong @ Your Library signage, 
as well as other promotional material. 
SPL librarians also include Gay Pride 
Month and National Coming Out Day 
in their programming calendars, and SPL 
is continuing the “Come Out and Read” 
book club originally started at the North 
Sacramento Library at the Sacramento 
Gay & Lesbian Center.
Approximately 85% of “You Belong @ 
Your Library” program participants 

campaigns 
like You Be-
long @ Your 

Library “bring 
people in and 

make them 
feel invested in 

their libraries, 
and that’s how 

libraries stay 
alive.”

surveyed significantly enjoyed the 
programs, “totally” felt they belonged at 
their library, and would like to see more 
of the type of programs offered during 
the campaign. “You Belong @ Your Li-
brary” received positive feedback online, 
including enthusiastic Facebook posts 
and tweets such as, “This is amazing. 
Way to go, Sacramento Public Library! 
Good luck with your programming next 
week!” and “Go @saclib! Love working 
with/supporting a library that stands for 
such positivity and acceptance #yoube-
longatyourlibrary.”

“librarians 
need to stand 

up and be 
willing to be 

media liaisons” 

Three key takeaways may be gleaned 
from SPL’s “You Belong @ Your Library” 
campaign. First, aggressive, strategically 
planned advertising is critical to reaching 
the community outside of the library; 
free and online advertising, especially 
social media, offers an excellent return 
on investment in this area. Second, li-
brarians need to “stand up and be willing 
to be media liaisons,” observed Zaker, 
interacting with the community outside 
of the library and proactively serving as 
campaign point persons rather than shy-
ing away from the media and community. 

Finally, personal 
commitment to 
and passion for 
community out-
reach often drives 
successful public 
library campaigns.
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Anythink
Audrey Barbakoff

relationships

The Campaign

On September 12, 2009, the Ran-
geview Public Library in Colorado 

reopened its doors as the newly rebrand-
ed Anythink. In the wake of a successful 
2006 library levy which took the annual 
budget from $4 million, the lowest in the 
state, to $12 million, this underutilized 
system realized it had an opportunity to 
transform itself. Its ambitious goal was 
to become a relevant, vibrant “library of 
the future.”

To achieve this goal, the library 
hired a visionary new director, Pam 
Sandlian Smith. She challenged the 
board and the staff to think about the 
kind of library they wanted to be, how 
they wanted to serve their community. 
The result was the Experience Model, 
which guides every aspect of the new 
library. The Experience Model “really 
[focuses] on the experience of the cus-
tomer when they come into the library,” 

says Communications Director Stacie 
Ledden. “[There’s] a huge emphasis on 
hospitality.”  As they began to examine 
the barriers to an excellent customer 

experience, the team saw that nearly 
every area of the library was ripe for 
change. They rewrote their value and 

mission statements, jettisoned Dewey in 
favor of WordThink, eliminated overdue 
fines, and restructured all their job 
descriptions. Soon, they realized that the 
staid Rangeview Public Library brand no 
longer represented this new paradigm. 
The library needed a new brand. With 
the help of a local marketing team and 
nine months of intensive internal work 
by the staff, Anythink was born.

Rather than reaching for specific quan-
titative milestones, the library measured 
success in this campaign by the new-
found pride and ownership its com-
munity and staff felt towards the library 
culture. Its success was clear and im-
mediate. With so many changes, it was 
impossible to identify which ones were 
directly responsible for the community 
response, but the numbers “shot up.” 
Circulation at the new flagship branch 
alone surpassed the previous record for 

Anythink Rebrand
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“Develop a 
very specific 

vision of who 
you want to be, 

let that united 
vision influence 
all areas of the 

library.”

The Takeaways

“Everything we 
have done has 

been very stra-
tegic – it goes 
back to those 

core values, 
that core mis-

sion.”

district-wide circulation. The percent-
age of cardholders in the community 
nearly doubled. Even more importantly, 
the staff had bought in deeply to the 
new vision and brand. They spoke with 
one enthusiastic voice about the change. 
“One of the best compliments that I’ve 
heard,” says Ms. Ledden, is “It doesn’t 
matter who you talk to in this organiza-
tion; you guys all kind of talk the same 
way about [the library].” The national 
recognition the library has received, in-
cluding winning the national medal from 
the IMLS, is validation of Anythink’s 
value to its community.

While not every library will choose 
to undergo a transformation of this 
magnitude, a few key findings from this 

campaign have 
universal ap-
plications. First, 
develop “a very 
specific vision 
of who you want 
to be,” says Ms. 
Ledden. Let that 
united vision influ-
ence all areas of 

the library; your space, your culture, your 
brand. “There’s a misconception about 
Anythink that we disrupt just to be 
disruptive, but everything we have done 
has been very strategic – it goes back to 
those core values, that core mission.” 
Second, create a brand. It is “the flag 
that you march behind.” Anythink has a 
single, clear voice because of its brand. 
It helps the staff feel like they are part of 

something bigger 
than themselves, 
and it creates a 
personality that 
the community 
can relate to, that 
resonates. Even 
though the library 
already had an idea 

of where it wanted to go, the brand gave 
staff the language to describe it clearly. 
Essentially, what we learn from Anythink 
is a meaningful way to fully, deeply apply 
something the library industry often dis-
cusses but does not always accomplish: 
the power of storytelling.



22

Independence Public Library
Audrey Evans

relationships

The Campaign

“It creates a 
simple yet ef-

fective positive 
feedback loop.”

In 2009, Julie Hildebrand became 
Director of the Independence 

Public Library (IPL)  in Independence, 
Kansas. Both the library and the sur-
rounding community were struggling 
to recover their footing in the after-
math of the financial crisis. Julie and 
her small staff of eight were desperate 
to find a way to connect to and help 
their community in a stark fiscal envi-
ronment. 

After a futile brainstorming 
session where they failed to think 
up a catchy branding idea or slogan, 
they began to look into pilot public 
awareness campaigns they could adopt.  
They found exactly what they needed 
in OCLC’s Geek the Library cam-
paign. They jumped on board set about 
wholeheartedly adopting the campaign 
as their own.

The Geek the Library campaign is cen-
tered on finding and publicly celebrating 
the passions of library users in the com-
munity. By calling out these ethusiasms 
(I Geek  ______ )  and associating them 
directly with the library, the library 
is implicated as a unique platform to 
explore, develop, celebrate, and cultivate 
the interests of community members. 
“Geeking” the library is equated with the 
love and excitement patrons feel about 
their own personal passions. Hence, 
having any kind of passion or curiosity 

implies that the 
patron “geeks” 
the library as 
well. It creates a 

simple yet effective positive enthusiasm 
feedback loop . It is just the sort of jolt 
of positivity that a library and com-
munity needed in the middle of a deep 
recession.

When IPL implemented the 
Geek the Library campaign, they took 
the aesthetic and design elements from 
the Geek campaign and tailored them 
to directly reflect the image and needs 
of their own community. The library 
did this by inviting the community to 
become involved in creating the content 
of the campaign. The Chamber of Com-
merce became a participant after IPL 

held an after-hours event in which staff 
invited local business leaders to get their 
portraits taken for their very own Geek 
the Library poster. These posters were 
put up in the library and throughout the 

Geek the Library
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“We wanted to 
do something 

that would 
not just help 

the library, but 
something that 
would help out 

a community 
that was suf-

fering.”

downtown area. The goal was to signify 
a connection, alliance, and synergy be-
tween the downtown business commu-
nity and the public library.

The library furthered this con-
nection when staff member Kriztina 
Smith developed the Geek the Library 
Tour. The Geek Tour began with staff 

members at IPL writing up reviews 
about their favorite books. These re-
views were put onto posters and given to 
local downtown business owners to dis-
play in their stores. If customers wanted 
to participate in The Geek Tour, they 
would keep a list of every book that was 
displayed in every single local downtown 
business. After a patron collected all the 
titles, he or she could bring the list to 
the library for a gift card to one of the 

“Share the load 
of trying to 

advocate for 
the library. And 
don’t be afraid 

to ask for help”

local businesses. 
The idea behind 
this interactive 
campaign was 
to get people to 
step inside the 
downtown busi-
nesses and tie the 
businesses and the 

library together -- again, creating and 
building a relationship where none may 
have existed before. 

Julie Hildebrand explained: “We 
wanted to do something that would 
not just help the library, but something 
that would help out a community that 
was suffering. And then, in doing that, 
we would be advocating for our library, 
as well as having community members 
advocating for our library because we 
were helping the community. That was 
our main idea for ‘I Geek Local.”

Julie had sage advice for any local public 
library looking to implement its own 
marketing or advocacy campaign: “It 
takes time and it takes marketing to 
make it successful. It takes a good sup-
port network from the Friends of the 
Library. Get your board involved. Create 

the partnerships 
in the community 
so that you’re not 
the ones doing all 
the work. That’s 
why we partnered 
with local busi-
nesses. Share the 

load of trying to advocate for the library. 
And don’t be afraid to ask for help. 
What made Geek the Library so appeal-
ing for us is that everything was on their 
website. Everything was already at your 
fingertips. We never would have pulled it 
off ourselves. The branded materials gave 
us identity beyond just the library... It 
gave us a platform for our advocacy.”

The Takeaways
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Contra Costa County Library
Lenore St. John

resources

The Contra Costa County Library 
in California is a 26 branch public 

library system serving a predominantly 
commuting population. Like many urban 
library systems, Contra Costa County 
Library wanted to increase patronage 
and reach people who were not already 
familiar with library services.

In 2010, when libraries in 
England and Europe began using Quick 
Response (QR) codes in their catalogs, 
the virtual library began brainstorm-
ing ways to incorporate QR codes into 
marketing library services to patrons out 
in the community. Information Systems 
Manager Paula MacKinnon wanted 
to create a mobile platform to expand 
the community that the Contra Costa 
County Library served.

This was the beginning of the Snap & 
Go Library Advertising Campaign that 
the library launched in 2010. QR code 
advertisements can be found all around 
Contra Costa County. One of the most 
successful advertisements features a 
large advertisement with a colorful 
word cloud and a large QR code. These 
advertisements can be found at Bay Area 
Rapid Transit (BART) stations starting 
at the MacArthur station and moving 
into Contra Costa County stops. BART 
users can use their smartphones to scan 
the QR code from the library poster. 
They are then directed to the Contra 
Costa County Library’s Snap & Go mo-

bile library access, which allows users to 
download a maximum of five audiobooks 
directly onto their cell phone and enjoy 
an E-book while commuting to their 
destination.

This advertising campaign led to 
successful media exposure and signifi-
cantly increased use. In 2010, the Contra 

County Costa Library did not yet have a 
mobile site. Over the course of that year, 
the usage of the mobile app increased 
steadily every month. As of 2012, this 
campaign has led to over three million 
virtual visits to the library website each 
year.

This campaign led to other 
Snap & Go features that the library 
could promote within the community 
besides E-book downloads. The success 
of this campaign led to the adding of 
QR codes to books at the branches in 
which patrons can scan to access read-
alike lists of that title, as well as a top 
ten book list. The Contra Costa County 
Library also uses Snap & Go QR codes 
to advertise the Contra Costa County 

The Campaign

Snap & Go and Discover & Go
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“This campaign 
has led to over 

three million 
virtual visits 

to the library 
website each 

year.”

Library’s text reference service, Summer 
Reading Programs, and even a Snap & 
Go Scavenger Hunt.

The Takeaways
MacKinnon shared some insight in 
the implementation of the Snap & Go 
campaign. She discussed the impor-
tance of thinking outside of the box and 
reaching patrons at where they are. The 
Snap & Go campaign has been successful 
because each advertisement markets one 
particular service that is relevant to the 
community that represents a particular 
area. At the time, the technical compo-
nent of building a mobile website was 
daunting and new to them. Not being 
afraid of trying something new and the 
support of her colleagues was integral 
to the success of this program and led 
to implementation of another relatively 
new campaign called Discover & Go.

The Discover & Go campaign 
was also created to serve the “customer 
on the go” with a collaboration be-

tween libraries and museums in order 
to increase cultural literacy through the 
virtual library. Cathy Sanford, Deputy 
Council Librarian, states that Discover 

& Go was “cre-
ated as a direct 
response to the 
Library’s Com-
munity Needs 
Assessment where 
parents identified 
their preferences 

for library programs that provide ac-
cessible low-cost cultural activities for 
families, programs that tie-in with the 
arts, and programs that support easy, 
independent exploration.

Discover & Go is a new library 
campaign allowing Contra County 
library card holders access to museum 
passes online. MacKinnon states that 
this program “works the way patrons 
want it to work” -- library users can 
make reservations online by date or 
venue and print out the a pass with no 
returns or overdue fines. Patrons with-
out internet access may reserve a pass via 
telephone or in person. 

Currently, the Discover & Go 
program has partnered with 40 muse-
ums. Contra Costa County Libraries 
provide museums with educational 
resources and programming. In turn, 
library patrons have free access to 
partnering museums. Funded by a grant 
from the Institute of Museum and Li-
brary Services, the partnership between 
libraries and museums is synonymous 
with their goal to engage patrons in 
lifelong learning. The Discover & Go 
campaign aims to bring other museums 
within Southern California to work with 
libraries.
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St.Helena Public Library
Anna Johnson

resources

For Jennifer Baker, Director of the 
St. Helena Public Library in St. 

Helena, California, the inspiration came 
to her on a random weekday morning: a 
non-stop reading of Harry Potter novels 
at the library. An avid reader and fan of 
J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, she 
wanted to share her love for the series 
with patrons that enjoyed discussing 
books and movies just as much as she 
did. This inspired concept also had the 
potential for engaging with and address-
ing the needs of the library’s evolving 
user base. 

St. Helena is a small town of 
roughly 6,000 residents, with many new 

families moving in from larger, surround-
ing towns and cities, creating a multi-
generational demographic. Its grow-

ing Spanish-speaking population also 
represented a new user group the library 
sought to effectively serve. St. Helena 
Public Library wanted to bring users 
of all ages and backgrounds through its 
doors while encouraging new users to 
utilize library resources.  

The Campaign
Baker wanted to “ride the coattails of 
Harry Potter’s popularity” and take 
advantage of both the books’ universal 
appeal and the buzz surrounding the 
2011 release of the franchise’s final film, 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: 
Part 2, with the Harry Potter Cover-to-
Cover campaign. The campaign would 
celebrate the love of reading and reading 
aloud, as well as increase awareness of 
library services and the library’s role in 
the St. Helena’s community, creating a 
new way for residents to get involved 
and support their library.

The campaign’s centerpiece was 
a ten-day continuous read-a-thon, with 
participants reading for fifteen minutes 
each, with the goal of reading the entire 
seven book Harry Potter series aloud in 
time to watch a special midnight pre-
miere of Harry Potter and the Deathly 
Hallows: Part 2. When participants read 
during their designated time slot, they 
received a ticket to the special library 
screening. The campaign also featured 
such complementary programming as a 
Harry Potter costume contest, tea party, 

Harry Potter Read-A-Thon
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“People in 
town were 

talking about 
that ‘Harry Pot-

ter thing at
the library’ for 

months after 
the campaign 

ended.”

The Takeaways

book discussion, 
and three-day 
movie marathon 
at the library. 
The campaign 
proved to be a 
great success, with 
every reading slot 
filled with local 
residents ranging 
from six to eighty 

“It is important 
not to be afraid 

to let a cam-
paign change 

course.”

years old, reading in both English and 
Spanish. The campaign received media 
coverage and gave the entire commu-
nity something to share and get excited 
about. Baker noted “people in town 
were talking about that ‘Harry Potter 
thing at the library’ for months after the 
campaign ended.”

Ms. Baker also shared some key lessons 
learned from the Harry Potter Cover-
to-Cover campaign. It was important 
to take advantage of a unique opportu-
nity and cultural touchstone like Harry 
Potter. This book-to-film franchise 
provided a great avenue to develop new 
partnerships within the community. By 
buying out the midnight showing of 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: 
Part 2, the library was able to support 
their local movie theater, which in 
turn advertised for the programs at the 
library. This community partnership has 
continued with the campaigns featuring 
other book-to-movie franchises such as 
The Hunger Games, Oz the Great and 

Powerful, and Life of Pi. Furthermore, 
Ms. Baker observed that it is important 
not to be afraid to let a campaign change 
course. The Harry Potter Cover-to-
Cover campaign initially started out as a 
fundraiser asking participants to pledge 
for each minute read. Once Baker saw 
the struggle for pledges to come in, 
the requirement was dropped to avoid 
dampening public enthusiasm; the cam-
paign’s success owes much to this flex-
ibility. In addition, the campaign proved 
to be so successful that the library was 

able to staff a 
new teen services 
position because 
of the newly 
increased numbers 
of young people 
coming through 
their doors.
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Conclusion

In Campaigns That Made A Difference, 
we explored nine diverse campaigns from 
public libraries across the United States 
and identified some key factors that con-
tributed to the success of each campaign. 
We hope this magazine can offer some 
guidance to anyone looking to plan or 
implement a successful public library aware-
ness campaign.

Public library campaigns seeking to expand resources or 
community relationships are dependent on a well-defined 
strategy. Having a specific vision of who you want to be and 
the role you want to play in  your community is essential. It is 
this vision that drives successful campaigns -- especially those 
campaigns where you seek to reinvent your space, culture, or 
brand. Advertising outside of the library should be aggressive 
and consistent. Exploiting free and online advertising (social 
media in particular) were time and time again demonstrated 
to be an excellent return on investment. Librarians and staff 
must not be afraid to venture outside out of their comfort 
zones and connect with the community. Librarians should be 
willing and enthusiastic to act as media liaisons for a cam-
paign’s brand and message.

When defining a library’s vision for itself, knowing the audi-
ence you are trying to reach is critical. Successful resource and 
relationship-oriented campaigns focus on what patrons want 
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from their libraries, rather than on libraries’ perception of 
their patron needs. Thinking outside of the box and utilizing 
community partnerships to reach a broader audience allows a 
campaign to better hone in on patron needs.

Financial campaigns, on the other hand, require libraries to 
tell an effective story. Our stories cannot be overly complex; 
the message needs to be presented with clarity and with mini-
mal distracting detail. Likewise, libraries can’t simply present 
a problem. Our communities tend to rally around solutions, 
not problems. Financial campaigns demand that libraries im-
prove relationships and communication with their stakehold-
ers and funders.

Campaigns seeking to the increase quantifiable use of library 
resources must be approached with gusto and without reserva-
tion. These campaigns should also not shy away from raising 
awareness of the library and its programs as a community 
resource. This awareness often directly translates into quan-
tifiable increases in library usage. As elsewhere, social media 
provides an incredibly powerful tool for raising public aware-
ness. Community advocates, from the mayor to local sports 
celebrities, can highlight your unique service to the commu-
nity while simultaneously advocating on behalf of your library.

Whether raising money to keep a branch open, increasing 
the number of library cardholders, or simply heightening a 
community’s awareness of services, public libraries depend 
on successful campaigns to survive and thrive. With the case 
studies and key factors presented in this publication, we hope 
all public libraries will find useful tools to effectively plan and 
implement the campaign they need.
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people, without whom this project would 
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Neuer of New York Public Library; Julie Hildeb-
rand and the entire staff of Independence Pub-
lic Library; Paula MacKinnon of Contra Costa 
County Library; Stacie Ledden of Anythink, 
Adams County, Colorado; and everyone else who 
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