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Wegeekcreativity
Geek the Library, a community-based 

public awareness campaign, was piloted 

between June 2009 and April 2010. The 

campaign is bold and simple, and focuses 

on the critical role that public libraries 

play in our communities while raising 

awareness of local library funding 

challenges. 

The campaign uses a multipronged 

approach and includes three distinct steps: 

raising awareness, changing attitudes/

perceptions and driving behavior/intended 

behavior. This chapter covers campaign 

goals and objectives, target audiences, 

the concept and approach, and the pilot 

libraries.
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Ambitious goals and clear objectives

The goal of the Geek the Library project was to design, execute, measure and 
disseminate a public awareness campaign that uses advocacy and marketing 
to increase awareness of the vital role public libraries play and library funding 
challenges.

The pilot campaign, conducted between June 2009 and April 2010, needed to 
effectively change a variety of library and library funding perceptions held by 
Probable Supporters and Super Supporters. 

• Shift public perceptions about the library. Communicate to the public that the 
library is relevant and vital—to individuals and the community. Not only can 
people explore their passions—whatever those might be—but they can apply for a 
job or investigate opportunities that could change their lives.

• Bring new light to people’s perceptions of librarians. Remind the public about the 
passionate librarians who are: true advocates for lifelong learning, enthusiastic 
about making the library relevant, knowledgeable about every aspect of the 
library, well-educated and knowledgeable about the community.

• Elevate the library as a valuable community asset. Educate the public that many 
studies support the idea that dollars spent on libraries provide solid economic 
returns to the community.

• Position the library as transformational. Explain to the public that libraries give 
people hope. They can find new opportunities, reeducate themselves, realize their 
dreams and transform their lives—every day—regardless of economic standing.

• Awaken latent support. Educate the public that library funding is not keeping up 
with demand and that the bulk of library funding is from the local purse. Remind 
them that they have a role in supporting their library.

The campaign also needed to stand out from the large number of marketing and 
advertising messages targeted at U.S. consumers on a daily basis. It needed to  
make the library personally relevant to potential supporters, raise awareness, drive 
action and spark conversation—all while adhering to guidelines that restrict lobbying 
by libraries. In addition, the campaign had to increase library support in local 
communities by educating and motivating Probable Supporters and mobilizing Super 
Supporters.
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Campaign target audiences

Probable Supporters

Probable Supporters, the main target audience 
for the campaign, support the library, but their 
favorable vote is not a given. 

A Probable Supporter:

• Does not frequently visit the library, but 
appreciates the library’s overall contribution to 
the community

• Recognizes that the research/information the 
library provides is superior to the Internet

• Believes the library is a key partner in a child’s  
education

• Does not oppose raising taxes to fund the public 
library.

From Awareness to Funding: A study of library 

support in America identified two key tiers of library 

funding supporters: Super Supporters and Probable 

Supporters. These supporter segments, along with 

influential members of the community, such as 

local officials, are important target audiences for an 

effective public awareness campaign. 

The research indicates that targeting these groups 

and using a message specifically designed to move 

them, has the potential to improve awareness of 

library funding needs and impact library perceptions 

to enhance library support.

Influential members of the community

This group, also considered a target audience for 
the campaign, comprises well-respected individuals  
who are part of the community’s leadership and 
often speak out about important local issues. 

Examples:

• Elected and appointed officials

• Local business owners or leaders

• Local celebrities, such as local radio and TV on-air 
personalities

• Magazine/newspaper editors

• Consumer advocacy organization representatives

• School administrators and teachers

• Simply someone whose opinion many community 
members trust.

Super Supporters

Super Supporters represent the public library’s 
core supporter group and play an important role 
in helping to bring the campaign out into the 
community.

A Super Supporter:

• Believes the library is a place where people can 
better themselves

• Recognizes the library’s contribution to a 
successful community 

• Is well-known, well-informed, influential and not 
afraid to openly voice opinions

• Is likely to vote in both general and local elections

• Almost always votes in favor of library 
referendums.
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Concept and approach  

Geek the Library was developed as a library support brand that provides the tools  
to help public libraries position themselves as personally relevant to individuals  
and vital to the community. The aim was to measure the campaign’s potential to help 
reverse the downward funding trend in the U.S. 

The campaign idea, Geek the Library, was evaluated through focus groups with 
Probable Supporters and Super Supporters. The campaign concept was also tested 
with a number of public library directors. Input from these focus groups was used as 
guidance to finalize the concept and material development.

These days, “geek” doesn’t necessarily mean a nerdy kid with glasses. In fact, 
contemporary use of the term geek is hip and often positive. Being a geek, or being 
passionate about a topic or activity, is something to be admired. Changing the noun 
“geek” to a verb created a new approach to promoting the value of the library for 
individuals and the community—and educating the public about library funding.

Using a language and visual approach that was unexpected from the library and 
one that made people think about what they “geek” helped break through the 
marketing clutter and got people talking. Feedback from pilot libraries confirmed 
that the concept, while simple, has the potential to make considerable impact. 
The campaign’s core message—everyone has something they are passionate 
about, something they geek and the library supports it all—resonated with a large 
percentage of residents in pilot communities. 

Geek/Verb
 1: To love, to enjoy, to celebrate, to have an intense passion for 

2: To express interest in 

3: To possess a large amount of knowledge

4: To promote
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Photographs of individuals and the things that they “geek” provide the core of the 
campaign and are woven into Geek the Library materials, including ads, banners, the 
Web site and grassroots programs. The featured individuals represent a cross-section 
of demographics, genders and ethnicities—reinforcing the fact that the library is  
for everyone. 
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Pilot libraries

Testing the campaign in the field was critical and we cannot thank the pilot 
participants enough for their passion, creativity and perseverance. Pilot participants 
were selected based on a variety of criteria including: funding need, library funding 
structure, U.S. geographic location, and willingness and capacity of state and local 
library partners. Most importantly, the pilot markets needed to be representative of a 
large proportion of U.S. public libraries. Two regions were selected, southern Georgia 
and central Iowa, to launch the awareness campaign in June 2009. Pilot libraries 
and systems were selected as pilot locations based on several factors including: 
strong library leadership, mix of urban and rural libraries, structure and level of local 
funding, and willingness to test new ideas. 

Pilot participants in Georgia included libraries from Live Oak Public Libraries, 
Ohoopee Regional Library System, Okefenokee Regional Library System, Satilla 
Regional Library, Screven-Jenkins Regional Library, Statesboro Regional Library 
System and Three Rivers Regional Library System. Pilot participants in Iowa included 
the Des Moines Public Library and Ames Public Library, and other libraries in Dallas, 
Polk, Story and Warren Counties. (A full list of pilot libraries can be found in  
Appendix B.)

A smaller group of pilot participants was added at the end of 2009 representing 
Piedmont, Georgia; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Shelbyville, Indiana; and Zion, Illinois. 
These libraries and library systems received individual grants to support campaign 
initiatives. These markets were added 
to test execution of the program with 
a reduced investment, a smaller 
amount of direct field support and 
increased reliance on the library staff 
to develop the marketing plan, and 
identify advertising opportunities, 
events and other campaign activities.

All pilot libraries received support 
and guidance from the field 
marketing team, and a supply of 
campaign materials such as posters, 
handouts, stickers, bookmarks and 
bags, and access to digital artwork 
for use online and on computers in 
the library.
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Southern Georgia Central Iowa

17 counties
7 library systems 
38 branches
7,346 square miles
Population age 18+ = 475,424

4 counties
42 libraries
6 branch libraries 
    (Des Moines Public Library)
2,300 square miles
Population age 18+ = 453,206
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Elements of the campaign

The Geek the Library pilot campaign was designed as a multipronged marketing 
approach, incorporating traditional advertising techniques along with promotional 
efforts, such as events and presentations to local community organizations. The pilot 
campaign utilized a broad range of marketing and advertising tactics—including 
e-mail marketing, online marketing, public relations initiatives, grassroots programs 
and a campaign Web site (geekthelibrary.org). Promotional tactics were spread out 
over time, proactively and consistently connecting the public to information about the 
value of the library and its role in the community and public library funding. 

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

 worms 

The library helps everyone explore the things they geek. With Internet access for all, 

knowledgeable librarians and local programs, the library is an important resource 

for your community. Keep your library vital by turning your passions into support.         

Get your geek on. Show your support.

Advertising

Advertising played an important role in introducing the campaign and creating  
a buzz throughout the pilot communities. Advertising formats included newspaper, 
radio, billboard and online. A consistent and ongoing advertising plan in the first 
few months—especially newspaper—made community engagement efforts, such 
as events, much more successful by establishing strong campaign awareness and 
piquing the public’s curiosity. 

http://www.geekthelibrary.org/
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Community events

Local community events played an 
integral role in allowing participating 
library staff to take the campaign 
out into the community and engage 
directly with residents. 

Participation in local events helped 
spark interest in the campaign, and 
it gave pilot library staff and leaders  
critical opportunities to discuss Geek 
the Library one-on-one. Some pilot 
library participants also reported that 
attending additional and more diverse 
events helped rejuvenate general 
public interest about the library.

Geek the Library banners and table skirts were used by many libraries, and a branded 
kiosk was used for bigger events, such as the Savannah Children’s Festival and the 
Iowa State Fair. Additionally, the Geek the Library field team worked with libraries to 
develop successful strategies for engaging the public, and helping them make the 
connection between the campaign, the library and library funding. 

Giveaways, including posters, stickers, bumper stickers and bookmarks, were always 
popular. T-shirts were the ultimate prize and used for raffles and to encourage 
Web site e-mail sign-ups. Geek walls (free-standing walls that people could write 
on to share what they geek) provided a simple and fun way for people to connect 
personally with the campaign. 
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Telling the story

One of the most widely used campaign elements was the Geek the Library handout.  
It educated readers by telling the full campaign story, including the main issue  
that public libraries are struggling and every individual plays a role in library support. 
This piece was given out at events, in the library and at community presentations, 
was included in mailings and also was used as a newspaper insert.

Igeekbeekeeping

What do you geek?

Everyone has something they are passionate about—something they geek. 

Maybe you geek football or hip hop. Maybe you are passionate about 

organic gardening, classic movies or volunteering. Or maybe you just geek 

the weather.

Whatever you geek, serious or fun,  
the public library supports you.

The public library inspires and empowers. With Internet access, 

knowledgeable librarians and local programs, it is an important resource 

for your community. And for millions of Americans, it is their only access 

to essential resources they need to improve their lives. For many, the 

library is not a luxury, it is a necessity.

The problem is, public libraries are struggling.

Many libraries are cutting staff, programs and hours, and some are closing 

their doors forever. And even though usage has increased, funding is not 

sufficient to meet the need.

So please, share whatever you geek. Share what your library does for you 

and your community. And spread the word that your public library needs 

everyone’s support.

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or 
oppose any candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

Get your geek on. 
Show your support.
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Public relations and  
media relations

Public relations and media relations were critical 
for building awareness. Geek the Library was 
introduced to the media at launch events, through 
localized press releases and with consistent media 
story pitching in pilot communities throughout the 
campaign. Pilot libraries were encouraged to build 

on their existing relationships with local 
media by communicating campaign  
updates and appropriate local story 
angles to maintain coverage at launch 
and throughout the campaign. Pilot 
participants shared the local evolution of 
the campaign with their media contacts, 
which translated into many meaningful 
article placements.

Grassroots and 
localization efforts

Pilot libraries took to the streets to distribute 
posters and other educational material to 
local businesses, schools and community 
organizations. Presentations were used 
to introduce the campaign to many key 
community organizations (e.g., chambers 
of commerce and Kiwanis chapters) and 
elements of the campaign were localized 
to encourage partnerships in helping to 
promote the campaign. Some pilot libraries 
developed unique personalized posters 
featuring influential members of the 
community, such as school administrators 
and elected officials. To engage residents, 
postcards were also used as invitations to 
events, and used with preprinted, localized 
messages and distributed at events.
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geekthelibrary.org

All Geek the Library marketing materials included the URL: geekthelibrary.org.  
This public Web site provides an introduction to the awareness campaign, as well 
as advice about how to start the public library funding conversation locally. The Web  
site acted as a campaign anchor. It provided an important engagement point for 
consumers excited to do something right away. 

Online traffic was monitored and adjustments were made to improve ease of use. 
Web site visitors signed up for e-mail communications, which were sent out on a 
weekly basis. Topics included general updates, information about current public 
library studies and educational messages about library funding. One of the most 
popular areas of the site was the ‘Get Your Geek On’ section where visitors could 
contribute stories about what they geek and help build the virtual geek wall, 
download materials, and personalize and purchase Geek the Library items from a 
virtual store.

An online survey provided an opportunity for visitor engagement and for 
understanding the level of library support of visitors to the site. The survey was 
based on a version of the original segmentation questionnaire with just a small 
number of questions, which categorized people by their level of library support into 
Super Supporters, Probable Supporters, etc. A short poll was added in December 
2009. The purpose of the poll was to provide a simple and fun way for first-time 
visitors to find out something about library funding.

http://www.geekthelibrary.org/
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Videos

Twenty-nine original Geek the Library videos were produced in June 2009—most were 
filmed in the pilot markets. These 30-second videos depicted real people describing 
what they geek. The videos helped provide a visual representation of the marketing 
message and were loaded on YouTube to assist the viral spread of the campaign. 
Later in the pilot campaign, many libraries negotiated with local public access TV 
channels to run the videos as advertisements, sometimes at no charge.

Social media

The campaign included pages on popular social networking Web sites. Regular 
posts were made to Facebook and Twitter. The campaign videos, along with many 
photographs from events, were posted on YouTube, Flickr and geekthelibrary.org. A 
photo release sign was posted at most events and individual photo releases were 
signed when appropriate. 
As the campaign pilot 
gained momentum, so did 
the public’s discussions 
on the ground and on the 
social networking sites. Pilot 
libraries also used social 
media to provide timely 
updates about the campaign 
and to engage with library 
supporters in real-time as 
discussions unfolded.

http://www.geekthelibrary.org/
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Tools for libraries and library leaders 

Pilot libraries were given a number of materials 
specifically for use at the library, such as a 
large hanging banner designed for outdoor 
use. Library staff used Geek the Library-themed 
screensavers on patron computers and created 
interactive displays. They also connected the 
Geek the Library theme to transformational 
resources, such as jobs-related and lifelong 
learning programs and events.

Tools to help library leaders share the Geek the Library campaign and discuss 
funding in the community were developed and fine-tuned throughout the pilot 
campaign. Pilot libraries were integral in driving and informing the creation of these 
resources. This was particularly important for local presentations and meetings or 
conversations with influential members of the community. Pilot library leaders and 
staff conducted impressive outreach efforts; and field managers, who worked with 
the library teams, reported the resulting positive impact in the local communities. 
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Reaching potential supporters:  
Three steps to the campaign

Each stage of the campaign was designed to provide a foundation for the next—
moving the public through a process whereby they first gained familiarity with the 
campaign by seeing the message in multiple venues. Next, they engaged with the 
campaign in ways that were fun, personalized and unexpected while learning more 
about libraries and library funding. Finally, they made the connection to how they can 
support their libraries.

Changing
Attitudes/

Perceptions

Raising
Awareness

Driving
 Behavior/
Intended
 Behavior

Step 1: Raising Awareness

Advertising and local media exposure was vital to growing campaign awareness 
in a short time. Consistent advertising initiatives in the first few months, including 
radio, billboard and newspaper, got residents’ attention and created a local buzz in 
pilot communities. Traditional media outreach (public relations) led to nearly 300 
article placements in total, including major newspapers, major network TV affiliates, 
print, radio and online media in pilot markets. Much of this activity was connected to 
launch activities and local events, and customized local stories were pitched in pilot 
markets to generate awareness of funding needs. Leveraging and expanding existing 
relationships between the libraries and the media was key.  

Step 2: Changing Attitudes/Perceptions

Advertising and public relations helped residents begin to think differently about 
the library. Direct community involvement by library leaders and staff was also 
a fundamental component of the pilot campaign, helping to inspire and sustain 
conversations about the growing and important need for increased financial support 
for public libraries. Pilot libraries accomplished this through presentations and 
communication with city officials; library supporters and other influential members of 
the community; in-library promotion and events; partnerships with local businesses, 
institutions and organizations; and taking part in community events. Residents could 
also engage online (e.g., sharing their stories) at geekthelibrary.org. 

http://www.geekthelibrary.org/
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Step 3: Driving Behavior/Intended 
Behavior

After five months of advertising and exposure at events, the pilot communities 
had a great deal of campaign awareness and were starting to show some shifts 
in perception and attitude about the library. Now it was time to make a stronger 
connection to library funding. The campaign moved to a more serious funding 
message (I geek my job, I geek transformation, I geek green, I geek my future, I geek 
community and I geek new ventures) to reinforce the critical transformational services 
libraries provide. The new materials included six funding-focused print ads and 
posters, and other materials for libraries to use at Geek the Library events to directly 
engage the public, particularly influential members of the community such as public 
officials. Pilot participants were also encouraged to conduct a Geek the Library Week 
in their communities and they were provided kits to help with public relations efforts 
during this portion of the campaign.
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Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

 community

Public libraries are a gift. Support your public library. 

Libraries put dollars back into the community by helping small businesses and 

local organizations, getting people back to work, and providing vital resources 

for everyone in good times and in bad.

Libraries are a sound investment. What they do has a direct—and positive—

effect on individuals, and on the well-being of the surrounding community. 

Make sure libraries have the funding they need to help individuals and 

communities thrive.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters.   

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

  green

Public libraries are a green alternative. Support your public library.

Borrow versus buying. Spend all the time you want discovering new hobbies, 

finding a job or starting a new business. You can also gather resources about 

other ways to help the environment and making green choices—all for free 

and with less negative environmental impact.

Make sure libraries have the funding they need to maintain and enhance 

services that support a greener lifestyle.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters. 

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

  myfuture

Public libraries inspire success. Support your public library. 

Public libraries provide access to a wide range of information and resources 

that present new educational options, alternative ideas and, most importantly, 

hope. For many, the public library is a key element of realizing their ambitions—

whether it is researching a new career or filling out an online job application. 

Make sure libraries have the funding they need to maintain and enhance 

services that help everyone achieve their potential.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters.   

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

myjob

Public libraries get people back to work. Support your public library.

Public libraries have helped people reeducate themselves, find jobs and 

transform their lives for decades, but their role has never been more critical. 

With high unemployment and many people cutting back on expenses, this 

critical resource is often the only viable option for active job seekers. 

Make sure libraries have the funding they need to maintain and enhance free 

services that help people find jobs and improve their lives.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters.    
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Campaign measurement

Measuring success was an ongoing and multifaceted process. Resident market 
surveys conducted in southern Georgia and central Iowa prior to launch and after 
five months in market represent the largest piece of the Geek the Library campaign 
results. Field managers continuously gathered feedback from participating libraries 
and used this information to share ideas and improve campaign materials and 
tools. Ongoing measurement of consumer activity on geekthelibrary.org and social 
networking sites, plus media mentions, were all used to assemble the most accurate 
overall assessment of campaign awareness effectiveness.

Summary

Geek the Library is not your typical community awareness campaign. It’s bold and 
personal—and makes a statement. The campaign acts as an overarching platform to 
get people’s attention, help them make a personal connection to the library and to 
encourage important local library funding conversations. Through all of the campaign 
elements, such as advertising and community events, participating libraries can 
effectively raise awareness, change perceptions and drive positive behavior as it 
relates to library support.

The tireless efforts of the pilot libraries’ leaders and staff ensured a complete and 
successful evaluation of the program in market—a process invaluable to establishing 
guidelines and best practices for libraries implementing the campaign in the future.
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Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

transformation

Librarians are superheroes. Support your public library.

Librarians help people find new opportunities, reeducate themselves, realize 

their dreams and transform their lives—every day. 

Right now someone has found and applied for a job with the help of a librarian, 

someone has started a small business with support from a librarian, and 

someone has changed paths in life as a result of something they learned from 

a librarian. 

Make sure librarians have the funding they need to maintain and enhance 

services that help people find and explore new opportunities.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters. 

Brought to you by OCLC, a nonprofit library cooperative, with funding by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Geekthelibrary.org does not support or oppose any 
candidate for public office and does not take positions on legislation.

   newventures

Public libraries champion small businesses. Support your public library. 

New business ideas are born, researched and turned into reality every day at 

the public library. Access to free information and resources eliminates many 

barriers to innovation, and provides the tools to be inspired and take action.

Make sure libraries have the funding they need to maintain and enhance 

services that give everyone the tools they need to be successful.

Find out how you can help improve public library funding in your community.    

 Your voice matters.   

http://www.geekthelibrary.org/

