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Field research included the following three primary areas of exploration:

• Early memories.  Past associations with the library were explored through a ‘first 
memory of the library’ exercise.

• Current perceptions of the library.  Current associations with the library were 
explored through the development of individual collages.

• Life without the library.  The importance of the library in the community was 
explored through futuring scenarios.  Focus group participants were asked to 
envision their community if the library was permanently closed and to discuss 
the impact to themselves and to their community.

Early memories

The quantitative survey indicated that voters who perceive that the library has the 
ability to transform their lives and their communities are more likely to vote in favor 
of a library funding measure.  During the focus groups, the Super Supporters and 
Probable Supporters spoke in more detail about how their perceptions of the library 
were formed.

Early memories, the library as a transformative force

There was a core emotional imprint of the library formed in early childhood that was 
shared by most or all participants.  This early imprint formed the basis for the belief 
that the library is a transformative place. 

While Super Supporters’ and Probable Supporters’ first memories of visiting the 
library were highly individual, there were important consistencies.  Focus group 
participants typically attributed special significance to the person who accompanied 
them to the library, whether that person was a parent, grandparent, aunt or older 
sibling.  Friends were also often present in early library memories.   

The librarian, often remembered by name, also played a key role.  Focus group 
participants noted that the librarian was a person who encouraged and guided, but 
who also let them find their own way and make their own decisions.  The ability to 
select the books they wanted, not guided by an adult, was often noted as one of 
the first acts of independence in early childhood.  A library card represented a rite 
of passage to adulthood and independence.  A sense of individuality came with the 
ability to choose a topic and book for oneself.  The responsibility of taking library 
books home made an impression on early memories.  For some, this experience 
launched a love of reading and/or inspired an interest or even a career in a specific 
area.  All shared a sense of the possibilities available at the library.

The library as a transformational place can be associated to this early act of 
responsibility and choice for many of the Super and Probable Supporters. 

The library itself, the physical place, also made a strong and lasting impression on 
both Super Supporters and Probable Supporters.  Memories associated with the 
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physical senses—sight, smell, sound, touch—were vibrant across most all focus 
group participants.  The scale of the library building, both outside and inside, and the 
sheer volume of books sometimes inspired awe and sometimes ignited memories of 
the library as overwhelming.  The need to be quiet in the library generated memories 
of responsibility, tension and respect. 

Participants remembered a range of experiences at the library, including detailed 
memories of summer reading programs, puppet shows, story time and specific 
books they read or checked out.  Reactions to these first library experiences were not 
always positive.  Some focus group members recounted being intimidated by the 
size, seriousness and solemnity of the library.  Others were excited by the fun, the 
adventure and the welcoming comfort of the children’s area.  Many noted that their 
first library experiences introduced them to a sense of opportunity and fantasy that 
books can provide. 

 “The inside was warm; the chairs were the right height.  You felt safe.  
It was quiet and happy.  I had a favorite book I would check out over 
and over again.  I remember being excited about being in the library, 

the potential there, the books and all the things you could look at.  
Being able to go into yourself and not worry about other people, 
but just be in your world and everyone else was okay with that.” 

(Probable Supporter, Medford, Oregon)

“From outside, the building was like the White House—that’s what 
it reminded me of.  Then going in and walking through these big doors.  

They seemed so big.”  
(Super Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

“I had already started my love of reading.  It was a good place to be. 
That would be the first time I ever got to check out a book.  I was feeling 

so individual … this is the one thing I’m doing for myself that no one 
else is involved in.  My decision.  It’s a big part of growing up; 

that opportunity to be independent.” 
(Super Supporter, Huntsville, Alabama)

The emotional impact of early library experiences was strong for both Super 
Supporters and Probable Supporters.  The lasting impressions of these early 
associations with their libraries and librarians were reflected in their current 
perceptions of the library.
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Current perceptions of the library

Current associations and perceptions of the public library reveal that the imprint 
left by early memories of the library still affects a deeply held, lasting belief that the 
library is a transformative place where anyone can realize their potential. 

Current beliefs and attitudes about the library were revealed through a set of 
projective exercises.  The research was constructed to ensure that findings identified 
current and future-looking attitudes about the library, not simply past associations or 
top-of-mind perceptions.

The focus group discussions revealed that current associations with the library can 
be best described by reviewing perceptions and beliefs across three dimensions: 
the resources offered by the library, the context in which the resources are offered 
(i.e., the place) and the benefits of the resources.  

The resources 

Focus group participants described the library as a place of rich resources.  Libraries 
are seen by both Super Supporters and Probable Supporters as a community service 
providing almost unlimited resources and inspiration, from access to computers, 
research support, books for story time, art and music.  Participants viewed the 
library as a source of knowledge to explore and learn about almost any topic, from 
travel destinations to hobbies like gardening and music, to medical conditions and 
treatments. 

The place

The library is seen by most focus group participants as a physical place that provides 
residents with an oasis and a sanctuary.  The environment, which they described as 
quiet, calm and orderly, makes a great place for relaxation, a place to renew the body, 
mind and soul.  The library provides an opportunity for mental escape from daily 
concerns or activities. 

The public library is also seen as a neutral territory where anyone can feel safe.  
Probable Supporters and Super Supporters recognize that the library plays a role in 
building the social fabric of the community.  Participants repeatedly note that the 
public library serves as a community gathering place.  Families spend quality time 
reading together and participating in library programs.  Community groups come 
together at the library.  All walks of life meet and interact in the natural process of 
sharing the library resources and facilities.

The benefits

Participants perceived that the benefit of the library and its resources is a broadened 
world view.  The library was described as a place that ‘opens up windows to the 
world,’ a place to gain perspectives on other cultures, places and people.  For 
many participants, this broader view provides an ability to broaden their own 
personal perspectives.  The benefits of library services include providing a sense of 
enlightenment—the ability to grow beyond the reaches of one’s day-to-day reality.  
Many described the ability to expand their horizons as the heart of the library’s value. 
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Independence to explore and develop individual beliefs, values and priorities 
without intervention or judgment was often described as another benefit derived 
from the library and its resources.  Reflections on early childhood experiences of 
choosing books without following a curriculum or direction from an adult create the 
basis for the belief that the library offers independence.  Participants noted that 
as they grew, the library provided exposure to topics or perspectives they had not 
previously considered or imagined.  

Participants recounted how they discovered a passion for a topic that formed the 
start of a new career or hobby and ultimately helped them achieve their potential.  
They discussed how they were able to access resources otherwise unavailable to 
them that broadened their world view or helped them set their sights on a specific 
goal.  They credited the library with helping form who they are and what they have 
achieved as adults.  Many credited poignant interactions with their childhood 
librarians as impacting the direction of their lives.  Some indicated that the library 
gave them the vision to do better and go further than they might otherwise have 
been destined for.

“People who’ve been exposed to libraries realize that there are 
a lot of other cultures and things out there that a small town of 

4,000 doesn’t provide access to.  The library is literally 
a window on the world.”

(Super Supporter, McPherson, Kansas)

Current associations with the library

Independence

Achieve potential

The benefits

The goal

The place The resources
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Learn about

any topic

Unlimited resourcesSocial bonding

Ten focus groups of Super Supporters and Probable Supporters were conducted in April 2007 in Huntsville, Alabama; 
McPherson, Kansas; Medford, Oregon; Minneapolis, Minnesota; and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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Life without the library

Super Supporters consistently expressed the transformational power of the library 
throughout the focus group exercises.  Probable Supporters articulated these same 
beliefs and perceptions, but often with less intensity.  Although both groups were 
active and engaged research participants, it was not until the discussion moved to 
an exercise that considered the loss of the library that their real passion for libraries 
surfaced. 

Focus group participants were asked to consider a hypothetical loss of public 
libraries.  Descriptions and attitudes about the impact on the community and 
members of that community allowed focus group participants to explore their 
associations with the library beyond their own personal experiences. 

Participants were asked to imagine ten years into the future and think what their 
community would be like if the public library had closed.  Participants imagined a 
range of consequences to their personal lives, to the lives of their children and to 
their communities if their library had shut down.  The exercise revealed significant 
levels of passion from participants, and two important new findings:

• A belief, held by even the most ardent library supporters, that the library is losing 
relevance in today’s world; and

• A realization that the Probable Supporters’ passion for the library is latent and 
does not fully surface until they are made aware of the real possibility of a decline 
of library services. 

This research activity surfaced two very distinct camps of thought about the future 
if the library were to close:

• Pragmatic acceptance of the emerging digital tide; and

• Passionate predictions of disaster.
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Pragmatic acceptance of the emerging digital tide

The first group of Super and Probable Supporters were emotional about their 
relationship with the library but pragmatic when it came down to the possibility that 
the public library could be closed in their community, or ultimately cease to exist 
as an entity at all.  Questions were raised about the relevance and necessity of the 
public library in an age of technology.  During the course of discussion it surfaced 
that, even for the most passionate lovers of the library, the library is becoming less 
relevant.  Access to information from other sources, often the Internet, is changing 
the relative importance of the library.  Many assumed that usage of the public library 
is down as ‘other’ people are increasingly turning to the Internet for information. 

Even when focus group members did not see a decline in relevance of the public 
library in their own lives, they perceived that their children or their grandchildren 
were using the library and its resources less.  There was a sense that as the 
availability of information in digital form increases, the public library would become 
less and less necessary.  They wondered if, as the digital world continues to evolve, 
the library might ultimately evolve to become a purely virtual experience. 

The pragmatic library supporters were disappointed, but ultimately comfortable, 
with the fact that the public library could potentially be replaced by other sources 
of information.  

A view of the library as an ‘institution’ of ‘information’ more important to residents 
in the ‘past’ than into the ‘future’ was at the heart of the relevancy question for this 
group of library supporters.    

“I don’t think the library means the same to my children or grandchildren 
as it did to me.  My son goes on the Internet and gets all the information 

that he wants.  A library was a different time … a slower pace.”
(Probable Supporter, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania)

“Something in my mind just thought, ‘Will that become a 
thing of the past?’  With the availability of the Internet, will they 
just go to an Internet café that has nice seating and it will take 

the place of the library because they will be connected. 
Kids don’t seem to mind that.  It scares me.” 

(Probable Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

Visits to U.S. public 
libraries increased 19% 

from 2000 to 2005. 
Source: National Center for 
Education Statistics [NCES]
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Passionate predictions of disaster

The second group of supporters had a very different and emotional point of view.  For 
the most passionate library supporters in the focus groups, life without the library 
was described as a series of losses that would create a domino effect, ultimately 
leading to the dissolution of the residential community as we now know it.  The group 
cited many specific losses that would lead to weaker communities if libraries closed.  

They believed that children would be most adversely affected by the closing of 
the library and participants imagined a community of less-educated youth.  This 
fiercely passionate group feared that without a public library, children would never 
acquire a love of reading or the sense of adventure that provides a broadened world 
perspective.  Older children would lose a valuable research resource that the school 
system would be unable to replicate. 

This group was not only concerned about the loss of educational opportunities to 
children if the public library closes but to all community residents.  Focus group 
members from smaller communities were particularly concerned and felt that their 
entire communities would begin to slip into what they described as a community with 
a lower IQ.  They reasoned that a less-educated population is less intelligent and that 
community intellect would decrease over time.   

The loss of the community gathering place or social center was also cited as a critical 
loss if the library were to close.  The result, they feared, would be an increase in 
isolation within their communities.  Participants perceived that a world without the 
library would suffer from a reduction in social interaction, a trend they attributed to 
the rise in use of the Internet.  Focus group members articulated concerns that their 
community would lose a safe, neutral and open meeting place if the library were 
closed.  This loss would lead to a reduction in the community’s moral and social 
values.  The elderly and the youth would be particularly impacted.  Many imagined 
that the loss of the library would result in an increase in crime. 

“If they close off the libraries, you don’t have to worry about a 
Brain Drain. You’ll close off the mental capabilities of the people.” 

(Super Supporter, McPherson, Kansas)

“The library shows that a town is better off.  That hurts the 
town’s image … that we don’t care about how much we know 

or the children if we let the library close.” 
(Super Supporter, McPherson, Kansas)

“I have this picture of everyone on their computers at home alone. 
There is a real lack in community. That’s very scary.” 

(Probable Supporter, Medford, Oregon)

These library supporters also envisioned that the divide between the ‘haves’ and the 
‘have nots’ would widen without a library.  The loss of universal access to the library’s 
resources would create an even greater disadvantage for those without money to 
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purchase information elsewhere.  Participants were especially concerned 
about reduced access to the Internet, a resource they felt is crucial for success 
in today’s world.  

Ultimately, the group projected, the fabric of their communities would disintegrate 
because the heart of the community, the library, would be gone.  Discussion often 
followed that this loss would lead to a decline of their community’s relative stature to 
other towns and cities with a library.  “Who would want to live in a place without 
a public library?”  “Are we backwoods?”  

Pragmatically, this group was also convinced that the domino effects that would 
result from the closing of the library would eventually result in a negative economic 
impact to their community.  

“It would hurt most as a separating factor.  Lots of people don’t 
have home computers.  It would be a real disadvantage to have 
anything less than wealthy parents.  There would be a dumbing 

down for the lower class.”  
(Super Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

“I’m suspicious of a community that won’t fund 
intellectual or cultural pursuits.”  

(Probable Supporter, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania)

The belief that closing the library would impact everyone in a community, or just 
certain residents of a community, varied between smaller communities and large 
metro areas.  In smaller towns and rural areas, participants focused more on the 
‘we’ of their community.  They believed the potential negative consequences of 
closing the library would be shared by all, their neighbors and friends, and that 
the reputation of the entire community would be diminished.  In large metro 
areas, participants were more tuned into concerns about losses to ‘others’ in their 
community than themselves.  The loss of the library would impact the children, the 
elderly and the ‘have nots.’  They typically stopped short of imagining that the entire 
community would fall apart.  Their top community-wide concerns were the potential 
negative impact on children and the danger of increased crime. 

Would an alternative to the library emerge?  The focus group participants were not 
consistent on this view.  In certain geographies, the focus group members could 
not envision an alternative.  In other geographies, in Minneapolis and Pittsburgh 
particularly, residents assumed that ultimately the lost benefits provided by the 
library would be replaced by new services that would evolve.  
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The chart below describes their view of the relevancy issue facing the library.
The library’s relevance was questioned

A belief that the library may no longer be relevant to many residents was 
expressed in the field research.  There was a fear, even among the greatest 
library supporters, that the library’s place in the community is becoming more 
nostalgic than essential.  Concern about the library’s relevance was expressed 
across a range of perceptions about the library.

Information

Institution

Nice to have

Past

Altruism for others

Information:  The library is one of many 
sources of information.  It could potentially 
be replaced by a combination of bookstores, 
schools, coffee shops and the Internet. 

Institution:  The library is an institution 
sometimes associated with an out-of-date 
building, aged materials and limited 
accessibility. (The library has limited hours, 
the Internet is available 24/7.) 

Nice to have:  Availability of so many other 
options for information and learning make 
the library a ‘nice to have’ service, rather 
than a necessity.  

Past:  The library is an important part of supporters’ 
lives, but they question whether it is still 
relevant for their children and grandchildren.    

Altruism for others:  The library is less 
important to them, but it is important for 
‘other people’ in the community.
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Supporters’ love for the library is latent 

The field research findings from the ten focus groups reinforced and amplified 
what was discovered about Super Supporters and Probable Supporters during the 
quantitative research.  Both Super Supporters and Probable Supporters appreciate 
the library’s contribution to the greater good.  They believe that a strong library is 
good for them and good for their communities.  Their core emotional imprint of the 
library was formed in early childhood and that imprint continues to reinforce their 
belief that the library offers a rich set of resources and services.  It is a place where 
people can realize their potential.

While Super Supporters and Probable Supporters share many characteristics, 
the level of intensity of support divides them.  Super Supporters are proactive in 
articulating their support of libraries.  Probable Supporters hold a shared belief in 
the power of the library, but their views are not top-of-mind.  Their love of the library 
is latent and must be activated through conversation and awareness.

The qualititive research revealed another important finding: even for some of the 
most committed library supporters, the library is becoming less relevant.  Many 
supporters are concerned that the library is being used less and will be even less 
important for their children and their grandchildren.  As vital as the library was, and 
is, for Probable Supporters and Super Supporters, they know that the library must 
continue to keep pace.  The library cannot be allowed to be seen as an institution 
of the past.  It must be viewed as a vital place for community and personal 
transformation.  

There is a core group of supporters whose ‘latent passion’ for the library is powerful, 
once ignited.  This group was dismayed at the thought of the loss of the local public 
library and its members were vocal about their fears of what society would become 
should that eventuality come to pass.  The question is whether this group can be 
moved to action.

Even for some of the 
most committed library 
supporters, the library 

is becoming less 
relevant.
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Mobilizing Probable and Super 

Supporters—what makes the 

difference

Research is important, but action is essential.  To increase and sustain funding for 
public libraries in the United States, the qualitative and quantitative research must 
shape advocacy and marketing initiatives to raise awareness of the important role 
the library plays in the community and to increase support.  More voters must vote 
yes at the polls for library referenda.  More elected officials must be convinced that 
it is good for the community to put library referenda on the ballot or increase the 
library’s share of the local public purse.  And the library must be more visible and 
connected within the community, in the offices of local elected officials and on the 
minds of the library’s most likely supporters.    

The quantitative research identified that a sizable segment of library funding 
supporters exists—the library’s Super Supporters and Probable Supporters.  They 
can be identified and differentiated from U.S. residents less likely to support 
library funding.  Their perceptions, attitudes and beliefs about the library can be 
documented and profiled.  But can these two groups be moved to action?  

Can more Probable Supporters be moved to vote yes at the ballot box?  Can more 
Super Supporters be moved to act as catalysts within their communities to increase 
awareness of the role the library plays and the need for increased funding?  What is 
required to motivate supporters to appeal to their public officials or to engage with 
their neighbors in dialogue about support for the libraries in their local communities?

How far will the ‘latent passion’ for the U.S. public library carry Super Supporters and 
Probable Supporters when it comes down to putting their hands in their pockets and 
persuading others in their communities to do likewise?  Translating ‘library love’ into 
library funding support was tested during the ten focus group sessions.
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Chapter 6
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A strange thing happens on the way to the voting booth

As detailed in Chapter 5, both Super Supporters and Probable Supporters exhibit 
strong, often passionate, appreciation for their public libraries.  Projective research 
exercises with Super Supporters and Probable Supporters identified the foundation 
for that appreciation by exploring the group’s early memories of the library.  They 
discussed the group’s current perceptions of the library and uncovered the ‘latent 
passion’ supporters hold for the library by asking what it might be like to live in their 
communities if the public library were to close.  

Passion for the library was particularly strong when supporters were asked to 
consider a future without their libraries.  The focus groups supported the insights 
from the quantitative research; for a subset of the U.S. population, belief in the 
unique value of the library is strong.  

But a strange thing happens on the way to the voting booth.  

When the focus group discussions moved from the passion for the U.S. public library 
as an “American right” critical to the health of the local community to the need for 
increased tax dollars, the mood changed.  Tone of voice and body language shifted 
perceptibly within the group.  The passion held by focus group members quickly went 
underground as the conversation shifted to the question of increasing taxes, their 
taxes, to fund the library. 

Focus group participants spoke in very practical and logical terms about the political 
and economic barriers that exist to increasing local funding for the public libraries.  
The quantitative research phase of this study indicated that Probable Supporters 
and Super Supporters have a commitment and willingness to vote in favor of library 
funding increases.  Super Supporter commitment was particularly strong, with 80% 
indicating that they would definitely vote ‘yes’ to a library referendum, ballot initiative 
or bond measure.  Probable Supporter votes were not as certain, but still strong.  
On average, 47% of Probable Supporters indicate they would definitely vote ‘yes’ 
for a library funding initiative.  During the focus group sessions, the concerns felt 
by Probable Supporters that led to hesitation in committing to a positive vote 
became clear.  

Some of the barriers that were raised were ones that had been raised during the 
quantitative survey.  For some Probable Supporters the issue was financial, and some 
members of the groups indicated that they simply did not wish to pay more in taxes.  
This was either due to an economic strain they felt personally, or due to a perception 
that local government was not fiscally responsible with the funds they already had at 
their disposal.  

In some cases, the Probable Supporters knew very little about the current state of 
funding for their local public libraries and simply assumed that even if there was 
a funding problem “the funding would come from somewhere.”  The situation in 
Medford, Oregon, was particularly interesting.  Even though the libraries in that town 
were closed at the time of the focus group research, the Probable Supporters were 
planning to vote ‘no’ at a pending library levy to raise the operational funds that 
would allow the library to open.  This was not because they were against the library, 

“Feeling good doesn’t 
equate to voting 
‘yes’ for a library 

referendum.”  
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but they saw it as a personal statement against the local city council who they felt 
had mishandled funds that had previously been raised for the library and then placed 
into the general fund.  Even in that situation, the residents believed that ultimately 
the funding situation would be resolved and the libraries would reopen. 

“I am naïve to the funding and I feel there is a way to still have 
the library run well, but as a whole we need to be more responsible 

with our money so I was looking at it that way.  Not sure more money 
is the answer, maybe better management.” 

(Probable Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

“I am just not in general for a tax increase.  I don’t know that most 
people are.  I like the idea of funding the library but don’t know if I 

want to increase my taxes to do it.  I would have to know more.” 
(Probable Supporter, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania)

Some members of the groups claimed that the library was less relevant today with 
the advent of the Internet and that, even though the library was a ‘nice to have,’ it 
was not necessary for the community to thrive.  There was also some discussion 
about the relative community need for the public library in comparison to other 
public services.  Some supporters simply did not think that the library should be 
considered in the same category as police, fire and schools and this would limit their 
commitment to increased funding.  

In contrast, other focus group members felt that communities should not see safety 
as the only community necessity and that the library was equally critical to a healthy 
community infrastructure.  They also did not want the library to be put into the same 
category as police and fire, but for a different reason.  They spoke of the vital role that 
the library plays in education and in bringing the community together and did not 
want to be asked to choose between safety and the educational and social fabric of 
the community.  A small number of people in each group pointed out that the library 
played a unique role in making the Internet and other important resources available 
to members of the community who did not have that access themselves.

“I think it is unfair to put library with fire, police and schools.  
Life wouldn’t be as good without the library but we could make it work 
if we had to.  The others you have to have.  The library is a luxury—not 

something in the same category.”
(Probable Supporter, McPherson, Kansas)

“[If the library goes away] Not much will change—if you look at the 
way our society is going, and computers, the world is geared more 

towards high technology, as far as computers, etc.”
(Probable Supporter, Huntsville, Alabama)

Turning passion into dollars will take more than discussions of the many benefits of 
the local public library.  A national library support campaign would need to create a 
bridge between the love of the library shared by both Super Supporters and Probable 
Supporters and the political and economic realities of the world that voters are living 
in today. 



Mobilizing Probable and Super Supporters—what makes the difference

6-4   From Awareness to Funding: A study of library support in America

Messages that make a difference

Focus group members participated in an exercise aimed at uncovering the messages 
that could potentially move both Super Supporters and Probable Supporters to 
increase their commitment to financial library support and to enlist the support of 
others in their communities.   

Focus group members were asked to create a set of compelling arguments they felt 
they could use to encourage citizens in their communities to support the public 
library.  For the purposes of this exercise, support was not defined purely in terms 
of voting for an increase in taxes, but was left open to a broader interpretation 
(participate in meetings, e-mail local elected officials, etc.).

Several consistent support themes surfaced in the discussion across all five 
locations.  Probable Supporters and Super Supporters felt that support for libraries 
can be improved by increasing the public’s attention to four essential community 
benefits that the public library uniquely delivers:

Equal access• 

Shared community values (or teaches values)• 

A sacred place• 

Community stature.• 

Equal access

The focus groups were unanimous in their belief that the most compelling argument 
in support of funding increases for public libraries is the important truth that U.S. 
public libraries provide equal access to valuable information resources for all 
residents.  The firm belief that ‘equal access for all’ to information and technology 
is a fundamental American right was shared by all focus group participants.  This 
opinion was consistent regardless of participants’ demography, location or 
political leaning. 

Interestingly, the value proposition respondents agreed was the most compelling, 
‘equal access for all,’ was not top-of-mind for Probable and Super Supporters.  While 
incredibly powerful when articulated, this essential library value was not readily 
cited, but came out only after two hours of discussion and the use of projective 
research exercises.  This important value was most often surfaced when respondents 
considered the consequences should their libraries become vulnerable.  

Once it arose this topic typically generated significant discussion as people became 
passionate about the importance of ‘equal access for all.’  In several groups, access 
to information was seen as vitally important and the discussions turned to concerns 
about the technology readiness of their communities and their residents.  The 
groups often came to a realization that many communities—often their own—were 
falling behind (the world or the country) in what was required to survive in today’s 
information age.  Participants also came to the realization that there were no other 
affordable ways to get access to electronic information without the public library.  
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Equal access to information and technology was an important benefit that only the 
public library was firmly committed to delivering.

‘Equal access to all’ was expressed as both a local and a national benefit.  Several 
members noted that equal access meant that the library was a catalyst and caretaker 
for equality across all parts of society, giving anyone the opportunity for self-
improvement or conversely, giving them no excuse not to improve.  Without the ‘free’ 
public library, access to information, history, perspectives, technology and self-
improvement would be limited to only certain members of society.  This argument 
also swayed the subset of focus group participants who expressed relatively less 
concern about a possible future loss of the public library.  They were particularly 
convinced by discussions that helped them realize that access to the Internet might 
be available for certain members of the community only at the public library. 

The groups often came together in agreement that the library and its resources, 
specifically access to the Internet, was vital for every member of the community 
to realize their potential.  Access to information was expressed as fundamental to 
American democracy. 

“No kid should have an excuse for not having a book or 
knowing how to do research.  If you don’t have a computer at 

home, you can go to the public library.”
(Probable Supporter, Huntsville, Alabama)

“It’s a great promoter of equality and democracy.  Anyone can go, 
anyone can read what they want and make whatever use they 

want of it for whatever they want to pursue—
cooking, science, crafts, entertainment.” 

(Probable Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

Shared community values

In addition to providing equal access to information and technology, focus group 
participants agreed that the library plays a unique role in teaching important 
community values and responsibilities.  This benefit was important enough to 
activate discussions that could lead to increased library funding support in their 
communities.  Participants pointed out that the library teaches and reinforces 
important social values, particularly to children.  The groups often questioned 
where else these values might be learned or practiced if the library went away.

The teaching of shared community values included such activities as:

Sharing community assets:•   The idea of borrowing, using, caring for and returning 
something that is a shared public resource is considered valuable and unique to 
public libraries. 

Respect for the community:•   By caring for community resources at the library, 
residents exhibit respect for others in their community.  The act of taking turns 
(checking out books, using computers) and remaining quiet in certain areas of 
the library builds and develops a sense of community belonging and respect.
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Self-reliance:•   The idea that a child (or adult) can investigate, explore and 
ultimately make personal decisions is a core benefit of the library and of a society. 

“It’s one of the few things that truly can provide a sense of community.  
It doesn’t belong to anyone but to all of us.  It’s a good lesson in 

respect, being quiet, signing up for Internet time, returning books 
on time.  It’s kind of a good building block in respect.”

(Super Supporter, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

A sacred place

For many Super Supporters and Probable Supporters, the library is seen as a ‘sacred 
place’ that has distinct and unique qualities that make it worthy of increased 
financial support.  Focus group members described the ‘transformational’ qualities 
of the library in this context:

Quiet: •  a place where anyone can think, escape and relax 

Order:•   a place of predictable organization and processes 

Freedom:•   an opportunity to think and read about almost anything 

Safety: •  compared to other public places, the library is a safe place—a safe 
physical location and a safe mental space, a place of open and forward thinking 

Social bonding: •  a location that brings together individuals, groups, friends, 
family and future families.

“It’s a gathering place where lots of different people can 
listen to someone else’s ideas, whether spoken or written.” 

(Super Supporter, Medford, Oregon)

Community stature

The library’s importance to community stature was the fourth fundamental reason 
supporters cited to support the library.  Focus group participants voiced a firm belief 
that a community that was not willing to support a library was abandoning its core 
values, sending a negative signal to the world about what the community does 
and doesn’t believe in.  The library is a community’s public symbol of intellectual 
curiosity and respect for learning.  It conveys the message that the community 
seeks knowledge and advancement.  Focus group participants were concerned that 
residents might be inclined to leave a community that didn’t value the public enough 
to keep the library open.  They also expressed concern that potential residents might 
not consider a community that had allowed its library to close.

By its presence, the public library signaled a community commitment to forward 
progress.  The best communities were seen to have a flourishing public library.  
No library was equivalent to no future—to stagnation.

Supporters felt it is the responsibility of the library to help individuals reach their 
fullest potential and it is the residents’ responsibility to ensure that the community, 
as a whole, reaches its full potential.  Focus group members felt that supporting the 
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public library is equivalent to supporting every community member’s right to equal 
access to information, technology and learning. 

There was concern that without a library, the divide between a community’s ‘haves’ 
and its ‘have-nots’ would grow wider.  The public library was one of the few places 
that could directly serve to close that gap.

And finally, the focus groups believed that considering the library as having 
equal community status to other local services was an important and powerful 
message.  The library is as important a part of the community infrastructure as the 
fire department, the police department and public schools.  Economics shouldn’t 
determine which service to fund—all should be funded.

“It represents a commitment by the community 
to cultural and intellectual activities.” 

(Probable Supporter, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania)

“It’s necessary for us to continue growing as a society and have 
ideas for the future.  To always be developing in a positive, creative 
way.  We always have to be open to knowledge and I see the library 

as one place to help us gain that knowledge.”
(Super Supporter, Medford, Oregon)

Messages that drive library funding support

Independence

Current associations

Reasons to vote

Opens up windows

to the world

Oasis:

body, mind, soul

Learn about

any topic

Unlimited resourcesSocial bonding

e

Achieve potential

Community stature

A sacred place

Shared community values

Equal access

Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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In summary, Super Supporters and Probable Supporters identified four compelling 
arguments that can drive support for public libraries and public library funding:  
(1) The library provides equal access.  (2) The library teaches important and shared 
community values.  (3) The library holds an important, even sacred, place in the 
community.  (4) The library is a community symbol of freedom of thought and 
progress; the library creates status for its community.   

The focus group research reinforced the quantitative findings that the library’s 
most likely funding supporters view their library, and the librarian, as an essential, 
transformational community asset.  It is important to note that Probable Supporters 
and Super Supporters did not primarily discuss the library’s value in terms of 
individual or specific library services.  They did not equate the library’s value to the 
library’s book collection or materials.  The objects themselves were not seen as the 
compelling reason to financially support the library.  The impact and value of the 
library to individual lives and communities are what matters most to library funders.       

It is also important to note that while the transformational powers of the library are 
the defining values to the most adamant supporters, these emotions and beliefs are 
‘below the surface.’  It was not until the focus groups were engaged in discussion 
that these library values surfaced.  These emotions and beliefs are latent even with 
the most ardent library supporters.  Outside the focus group room, these beliefs will 
easily remain latent when other community issues are pressing or when a funding 
request is simply that, a request for more dollars, not more value.  

The findings of the focus groups strongly suggest that any marketing and advocacy 
program aimed at increasing library funding will need to frame library funding in both 
‘value’ and ‘economic’ (i.e., tax) terms.  The programs will need to awaken the latent 
passion that the top library supporters feel about the essential and unique role of the 
public library in their community, in all communities.  Any potential program must reach 
both the hearts and the economic minds of Probable and Super Supporter voters. 

“If you weren’t a cattleman or a farmhand, there wasn’t much 
in the future.  I realized at an early age that the library was the 

ticket out of there.  Knowledge is truly power.  The more you have, 
the better off you’re going to be. 

“We are well behind the curve in the Internet age.  These people 
are thinking about what’s happening.  If we can’t think and adapt to 
a changing environment, we’re going to be left behind.  The days of 

a strong back and weak mind are over.  

“People who’ve been exposed to libraries realize that there 
are a lot of other cultures and things out there that a small 

town of 4,000 doesn’t provide access to.  The library is literally 
a window on the world.”

(Super Supporter, McPherson, Kansas) 
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Testing campaign messages

Creating a library support brand

The problem a library support campaign strategy must consider is how to turn the 
tide of dwindling library funding support in an environment where people think 
libraries are becoming less relevant, where we can anticipate tougher tax choices and 
where market-specific conditions vary widely. 

The proposed solution is to create and promote a brand—not a library product brand 
focused on marketing library consumption (i.e., usage) but a library support brand.  
The brand must do more than position the library as relevant—it must activate citizen 
participation and positive funding behavior. 

Based on the research findings, the OCLC and Leo Burnett team developed a library 
support brand strategy and outlined options for messaging and specific marketing 
tactics for a library support campaign to move the most likely voters from probable 
support of library referenda to definite support.  

The brand strategy and campaign messaging options were based on the following 
communications objectives:

Make the library relevant for the 21st century.

Instill a sense of urgency by putting the library in the consideration set 

for local funding with other public services, like police, parks and fire.

Activate a conversation about how the library is a vital part of the 

community’s infrastructure and future. 

Several creative concepts were developed based on these communications 
objectives.  Each creative idea was embodied in the form of an image and a 
messaging narrative that could form the basis for a library support brand and 
associated campaign.  

Qualitative round two

A second round of field research was conducted to test potential messages and 
message platforms.  The research aimed to identify the most compelling articulation 
of potential messages that would drive Super Supporters and Probable Supporters 
to refresh their core beliefs in the library, engage in discussions with elected officials 
and others members of their communities, and ultimately act in support of increased 
library funding.



Mobilizing Probable and Super Supporters—what makes the difference

6-10   From Awareness to Funding: A study of library support in America

Campaign development and field test

Creative concepts were developed based on the findings from the quantitative and 
qualitative research.  Five concepts were developed for testing.  Each concept was 
embodied in a messaging narrative and a supporting visual image.  The goal was not 
to test potential advertisements but rather to generate reactions, impressions and 
feedback to messaging and imagery that could guide the further development of an 
effective messaging platform for a national library support campaign. 

The creative directions were evaluated by five focus groups of Probable Supporters 
and one focus group of Super Supporters in a subset of the same geographies where 
the initial focus groups were conducted (McPherson, Kansas; Huntsville, Alabama; 
and Minneapolis, Minnesota).  Phone review sessions were also conducted with 
elected officials using the same creative concepts. 

Participants were exposed to the five concepts individually and asked a series of 
questions regarding their interpretations and reactions.  The Probable Supporters, 
Super Supporters and elected officials were asked to react to the concepts without 
any previous discussion about libraries or their perceptions or usage of the library. 
The concepts were randomly selected and rotated to avoid order bias.  Groups were 
not asked to come to a consensus on the best creative direction, but instead to 
evaluate the concepts individually.  

For each concept, participants were asked what they perceived the concept was 
asking them to do (i.e., use the library, support the library, etc.).  After all the 
concepts had been exposed, they were asked a number of ‘compare and contrast’ 
questions to gauge the effectiveness of each concept along the following evaluation 
dimensions: 

Which concepts, if any, make you see the library differently?• 

Which concepts make the library seem more important to your community?• 

Which concepts would you talk about with your friends, family and neighbors?• 

Which concepts would incite you to take some action to support the library?• 

Which concepts, if any, would motivate you to vote yes on a library levy?  • 

The efficacy of a concept to generate active conversation was also observed and 
asked directly.  The goal was to evaluate the concept’s ability to generate reactions 
and impressions that had the power to refresh core beliefs in the library, engage 
elected officials and ultimately be the foundation of marketing and advocacy 
programs with the potential to increase library funding.  

An effective creative concept must not only appeal to one or more of the four unique, 
essential values of the library (equal access, shared community values, a sacred 
place and community stature), but it must also reposition the library to be seen as 
an essential part of the community infrastructure for the 21st century.  As discussed 
in Chapter 5, for many of the most ardent supporters, the Internet has changed the 
landscape and the library was seen as losing relevance to themselves and to their 
children and grandchildren.  To respond to this reality, concepts were presented 
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that addressed the issue of the Internet head-on, accepting the fact that for many 
Probable Supporters, a discussion of the Internet’s impact on the library was 
essential to effectively positioning the library as a critical part of the community’s 
infrastructure.     

An effective library advocacy and marketing campaign in support of increased library 
funding must ensure that the library is positioned or, if necessary, repositioned 
as both a unique and essential part of the community infrastructure.  The library 
cannot be viewed as a place of information, an institution that is ‘nice to have’ but 
not essential, or more important to the past than to the future.  Instead, an effective 
messaging platform must present today’s library as a place of transformation.  
The library is a vital part of the community infrastructure, as vital as fire, police, 
schools and parks.  It is a necessity, not a ‘nice to have,’ for a community prepared 
to compete in the future.  The library offers a return to individuals as well as to the 
community.  The value of the library speaks to both the hearts and the economic 
minds of the target groups, the library Probable Supporters and Super Supporters.

Overall, the feedback to the concepts from Probable Supporters, Super Supporters 
and elected officials provided important information.  Each of the creative concepts 
satisfied at least some of the evaluation criteria for building a compelling message 
platform that could refresh the core beliefs of Super Supporters and Probable 
Supporters, and had the power to drive some level of increased community 
discussion and support for library funding.  

The concepts tested all resonated against one or more aspects supporters believed 
to be true about the library.  Each concept tapped into the latent passion supporters 
feel about the role of the library.  When asked to compare and contrast concepts, the 
outcome from focus groups varied.  Interestingly, each concept was selected as a 
‘favorite’ of one or more respondents in all focus groups.  Respondents often wanted 
to combine concepts.  
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The library needs to be positioned as a vital part 

of the community infrastructure 

The library must be repositioned.  The library can no longer be viewed as a 
historical institution that is nice to have, but rather as a vital part of the 
community infrastructure.

Information

Institution

Nice to have

Past

Altruism for others

Transformation

Infrastructure

Necessity

Future

ROI for me

Transformation:  The library is not about 
‘information,’ it is about ‘transformation,’ for 
people and my community. 

Infrastructure:  The library is not an outdated 
institution.  It is a vital part of community 
infrastructure. 

Necessity:  The library is not simply a ‘nice to 
have’ service—it is a necessity.  It provides 
equal access to technology, helping bridge the 
digital divide.

Future:  The library is not a nostalgic building 
or set of programs.  The library provides 
services and infrastructure for the future. 

Return on investment:  Library funding 
support is not based only on a vague sense of 
altruism, but based on a real economic return 
for individuals, families and communities.

Information:  The library is one of many 
sources of information.  It could potentially 
be replaced by a combination of bookstores, 
schools, coffee shops and the Internet. 

Institution:  The library is an institution 
sometimes associated with an out-of-date 
building, aged materials and limited 
accessibility. (The library has limited hours, 
the Internet is available 24/7.) 

Nice to have:  Availability of so many other 
options for information and learning make 
the library a ‘nice to have’ service, rather 
than a necessity.  

Past:  The library is an important part of supporters’ 
lives, but they question whether it is still 
relevant for their children and grandchildren.    

Altruism for others:  The library is less 
important to them, but it is important for 
‘other people’ in the community.
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The feedback to the creative directions indicated strongly that the right campaign 
can generate the desired response from our target voter segments, repositioning the 
library as relevant for the 21st century, instilling a sense of urgency to support the 
library in various ways, and activating conversation with their friends and families.  
With only a small amount of suggestion, the respondents expressed a desire to find 
out more and specifically find out what their local elected officials thought about 
funding the library.

The participants preferred concepts they believed most clearly embodied the role 
of the library in providing ‘equal access for all,’ linking the library to the resources 
that everyone needs to live and succeed in today’s society.  In particular, the favored 
concepts were often linked to the importance of access to technology that is provided 
uniquely at the public library.  Several respondents spoke about the library as a 
right—not a privilege—that should be available to all Americans.  They talked about 
the ‘American right to freedom of thought’; ‘equal access for the haves and have 
nots’; and ‘one of the American freedoms in the land of opportunity.’  

The Probable Supporters and Super Supporters did not need much prompting to 
move them to a discussion of the library support problem and they did not respond 
negatively when the issue was raised.  Merely saying ‘support the library’ in the 
messaging concepts made participants discuss whether the libraries in their 
communities were vulnerable and they began to suggest ways that they might 
respond in support. 

The concepts generated similar responses in both small and urban markets.  
Although the three cities included in the research were experiencing different 
economic and civic dynamics, the creative concept evaluations were consistent and 
positive, indicating that the right campaign message could bridge a variety of market 
environments. 

The most effective ideas generated a lot of conversation.  An effective library support 
campaign will need to generate conversation and mobilize library supporters to carry 
the message to others in the community as part of a grassroots component to the 
campaign, so the ability to generate debate is a critical element of any campaign 
message.  Participants often took the discussion to other relevant topics, inciting a 
sense of urgency around the idea that in a time of change and new ideas, “we have 
to keep up.”  This notion was expressed both in terms of keeping up with technology 
and keeping up as a nation generally.  The most effective concepts connected to both 
the latent passion Probable Supporters and Super Supporters have for the library and 
to the economic conversation required to change voting or funding behavior. 

Elected officials gravitated to the same concepts and messages as the Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters.  They believed that an effective library support 
campaign would have the ability to motivate them in support of the library in their 
official roles and as members of their local communities.  Support for the library 
was considered to be a platform that they could easily talk about and that their 
constituents could understand. 
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Achieving sufficient voting support

The quantitative and qualitative research indicates that is it possible to create 
an effective messaging platform with the potential to motivate the Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters to increase their involvement and voting 
support of library funding initiatives.  But a key question remains:  Will a focus 
on these two market segments provide sufficient increase in the number of 
committed favorable votes to increase the passage rate of public library levies?   
Is the target market large enough to achieve the needed result?

A sample of public library levy results

The following list provides a brief sample of 2007/2008 public library 
operating levies, illustrating that library levies are often decided by 
narrow, sometimes very narrow, margins.  It is not at all unusual for a 
library referendum to pass or fail by only a few votes.  Levies are often 
placed on the ballot more than once before passing.

 

2007

Douglas County Libraries, CO  Failed    49.8% / 50.2%

Sugar Grove Public Library, IL  Failed   47% / 53%

Kingston Public Library, MA  Failed   48% / 52%

Pataskala Public Library, OH  Failed   49.9% / 50.1%

Jackson County Library, OR  Failed   42% / 58%

Edith Wheeler Memorial Library, CT Passed   52% / 48%

Midlothian Public Library, IL  Passed   51% / 49%

Bay City Library System, MI  Passed   51% / 49%

Wickliffe Public Library, OH  Passed   51% / 49%

Tillamook County Library, OR  Passed   56% / 44%

2008

Mahomet Public Library District, IL Failed   44% / 56%

John Mosser Public Library District, IL Failed   46% / 54%

Wayne County Public Library, OH Failed   48% / 52%

St. Paris Public Library, OH  Failed   49.8% / 50.2%

Stayton Public Library, OR  Passed   53% / 47%

Sources: Library Referenda 2007: A Mixed Ballot Bag. Library Journal, 3/15/2008 (all 2007 results)
Champaign County, Illinois February 5, 2008 General Primary Election Official Results (Mahomet Public Library District)

Knox County Clerk Election Results 2008 General Primary Proposition for John Mosser Library District
Ohio Secretary of State, Report of Votes Cast on Tax Questions for the Primary Election Held on March 4, 2008

(Wayne County Public Library, St Paris Public Library)
Marion County, Oregon, May 20, 2008 Primary Election Final Official Results (Stayton Public Library)
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Could a library support campaign targeted at Probable 

Supporters and Super Supporters make a difference?

The segmentation research findings were applied to create a model of a hypothetical 
voting scenario using information known about current library levy results.  

The model assumes a community with a total population of 50,000 and an eligible 
voting population of 37,500 (75% of the total population), reflecting the average U.S. 
eligible voting population.

The model assumes a 30% voter turnout rate to reflect a typical local election.

The model assumes the hypothetical levy failed by a narrow margin, with 48% of 
votes for and 52% of votes against.  The percentage of votes required to pass the levy 
is assumed to be 50.1%.

The advocacy research provided the following information:

Together, Probable Supporters and Super Supporters represent 57% of people • 
who vote in local elections:

– Super Supporters = 12% of local election voters

– Probable Supporters = 45% of local election voters

While a positive vote by the Super Supporters (80%) is almost guaranteed, far • 
fewer Probable Supporters (47%) are definitely committed to voting in favor of 
a library referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure.

The combined voting patterns of the two target market segments are as follows:• 

– Together, 54% of Probable and Super Supporters are expected to ‘definitely 
vote yes’ on a local library referendum (Definite Supporters)

– 13% ‘might/would vote no’ on a local library referendum
(Unlikely Supporters)

– 33% will ‘probably vote yes’ on a local library referendum 
(Leverageable Supporters)  

The voting statistics provided by the market segmentation were applied to the 
hypothetical community to create the model and evaluate the potential impact of 
a library support campaign.
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Hypothetical library levy model
How to read the chart on page 6-17

The model quantifies the potential impact of a library support campaign targeted 
at Probable Supporters and Super Supporters by applying voting statistics from 
the market segmentation research to a hypothetical library levy.

The community modeled has a population of 50,000 residents.• 

Seventy-five percent (75%) of the population (37,500) are eligible to vote.  • 
This percentage is based on historical U.S. voting statistics.

Similar to many local elections, only 30% of eligible voters (11,250) turn out • 
to vote.

Based on the advocacy research, 57% of actual voters are Super Supporters or • 
Probable Supporters (6,413).  The research suggests that this target group can 
be divided as follows:

– 54% of the target segment (3,463) are expected to definitely vote yes
(Definite Supporters)

– 13% of the target segment (834) are expected to vote no 
(Unlikely Supporters)

– 33% of the target segment (2,116) say they will ‘probably vote yes,’ 
meaning that some will vote yes and some will vote no (Leverageable 

Supporters).  

In order to change the result of the failed levy to pass, an additional 236 votes • 
are needed for a majority of 5,636 yes votes (50.1%).

An additional 236 votes would require 11% of Leverageable Supporters (2,116) • 
to vote yes.  236 votes is 2.1% of the total number of votes cast.

Therefore, in order to be successful, the library support campaign would need • 
to persuade 11% of Leverageable Supporters to vote yes when they would have 
otherwise voted no.

Like many failed referenda, this hypothetical levy failed by a relatively small margin.  
While it is likely that an effective library support campaign would increase the 
number of favorable votes across all voting segments (Barriers to Support, Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters) the voting scenario applies a conservative 
approach and assesses the outcome based on increasing the commitment of only the 
most likely ‘movable’ voters in the target market.  The model analyzes a campaign’s 
impact on only ‘Leverageable Supporters’—voters in the Probable Supporters and 
Super Supporters tiers who indicate they will probably vote yes on a local library 
referendum.  

It is also realistic to assume that an effective library support campaign would 
increase the number of favorable votes from the ‘Unlikely Supporters’ (Probable 
and Super Supporters who indicated they ‘might/would vote no’ on a local library 
referendum).  The impact of moving this group was not included in the conservative 
voter scenario.



Mobilizing Probable and Super Supporters—what makes the difference

From Awareness to Funding: A study of library support in America   6-17

                                              Hypothetical library levy model

11,250 VOTES

5,400 YES votes (48%)     5,850 NO votes (52%)

— 236 additional votes needed —

5,000 10,0000 15,000 20,000 25,000 30,000 35,000 40,000 45,000 50,000 55,000

Total Population

Eligible Voting 

Population

Actual Voting

Population

People who voted in the local election

Target Segment

Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters who vote in local elections

Target Segment
Definite Supporters
Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters who would “definitely” 
vote yes on a library levy

Target Segment
Unlikely Supporters
Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters who “might/would” 
vote no on a library levy

Target Segment
Leverageable Supporters
Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters who would “probably”  
vote yes on a library levy

Additional Votes Needed

Number of additional yes votes needed
to pass the levy with 50.1%

50,000

37,500
75% of Total Population*

11,250
30% of Estimated Eligible Voting Population

6,413
57% of Actual Voting Population

2,116
or 33% of Probable Supporters and Super Supporters

236
11% of Leverageable Target Segment and 2% of total votes cast

3,463
or 54% of Probable Supporters and Super Supporters

834
or 13% of Probable Supporters and Super Supporters

236 ‘no’ votes need to be 
changed to ‘yes’ votes

*Based on national average as calculated from the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual American Community Survey

 Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008

How achievable is it to change the outcome of a levy by 2–5% or more by targeting Probable and Super Supporters?  
Based on consultation with political consultants who work specifically with public service funding initiatives, shifts 
in voter behavior or market share in these ranges are realistically achievable. 

The research suggests that a large-scale library support campaign targeted to Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters could provide a large enough increase in ‘yes’ votes to improve the success rate of library levies in many 
communities across the United States.
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Conclusion

From awareness …

The public’s awareness of libraries is based on yesterday.   

The research provides important insights into what U.S. voters and their elected 
officials know, and what they don’t know, about public libraries and public library 
funding.  

Most U.S. residents are aware of the traditional ‘informational’ library services, such 
as books, newspapers, magazines and Internet access.  Far fewer know about the 
many value-added and ‘transformational’ services provided by their libraries, such as 
teen programs, computer training and ‘English as a second language’ (ESL) classes.  

But this is not news to many in the library community.  Other surveys have reported 
similar findings.  Libraries have responded by launching marketing efforts focused on 
increasing awareness of the library and its services.  Yet, despite numerous marketing 
and communications efforts across the country, the perception of the library as ‘a 
physical place offering traditional information services (books and information)’ 
remains well-entrenched in the minds of library users.  And while the perceptions of 
the library may remain fixed, the information landscape is anything but stable.  The 
knowledge landscape is expanding rapidly and the library’s once unique position as 
the ‘place that provides books and information’ is increasingly crowded.  Powerful 
rivals with deeper pockets—think Google and Barnes & Noble—are able to mount far 
stronger marketing initiatives in pursuit of the information consumer, claiming more 
of their mindshare and redefining their expectations of information access.  Without 
action, it is almost certain that the library’s brand will continue to be seen as a legacy 
service, a ‘nice to have’ but not critical institution, more relevant in the past than for 
the future. 

The advocacy research also revealed that while the majority of residents have visited 
their public library, most are not aware of how the library facility or its services are 
funded.  Most residents are not aware that their library is largely funded by local 
taxes—the same community purse that funds their schools, fire, police and public 
health services.

And of greatest concern, the advocacy research identified that residents are not 
aware that libraries are under financial stress.  Most residents do not realize that 
libraries—maybe even their local library—have cut services, reduced hours or limited 
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new material acquisitions due to reductions in their operating budgets or increases 
in operating costs, such as healthcare, collections and utilities.  

Residents are not aware that funding pressures will likely lead to further service 
trade-offs in the future.  It was not until the topic of library financing was explicitly 
addressed in focus group discussions that residents voiced concerns or opinions 
about library funding.  Even in situations where the focus group members had 
complained about the reduction in hours of their local libraries, they did not connect 
that inconvenience with a funding problem.  In Medford, Oregon, where the library 
doors had closed due to a recently failed levy, focus group participants voiced a 
reluctance to increase taxes, believing that the money to reopen the libraries would 
come from ‘somewhere.’

Elected officials are supportive and aware of the financial needs of the library.  Those 
surveyed report that they are aware of the varied and important services offered by 
their libraries and recognize their importance to their communities.  But the research 
also revealed that despite their appreciation for the library, local elected officials 
are not necessarily inclined to increase library funding.  The majority felt that their 
libraries have sufficient operating funds.

So how do we close these perceptual and funding gaps?  If, despite the efforts 
of existing marketing campaigns, the library brand is still about ‘books and 
information,’ how can the library be positioned as a ‘transformational force’ in the 
minds of more voters?  If current library marketing campaigns are focused mainly on 
driving usage of libraries and awareness of their services, what is needed to increase 
awareness of the state of library funding to inspire, and activate, residents and local 
elected officials to increase funding for libraries?

This is not an easy task.  Building awareness for any topic, brand or service in a 
world increasingly blanketed with marketing messages and sophisticated marketing 
techniques is not easy; nor is it inexpensive.  And changing, or stretching, the 
perceptions of an established brand—a brand as universal in people’s minds as the 
public library—is the most difficult of all marketing activities.  But many organizations 
and brands have successfully increased awareness, revitalized their brands and 
increased revenues.  The research suggests that public libraries can do the same—if 
they focus on the right target markets.

From awareness ... to funding

Today’s support comes from those who believe libraries transform lives.   

The research revealed an important distinction between the public library user and 
the public library funder.  Not every library user is a library funder; not every library 
funder is a library user.  A voter’s willingness to support increased library funding is 
not driven, or limited, by library use.  In fact, the advocacy research found that there 
is little correlation between frequency of library visits and willingness to increase 
funding for libraries.  
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Not all residents in a community are equal when marketing or advocating for 
increased funding for libraries.  This inequality is not unexpected or unusual.  
In fact, understanding, accepting and leveraging the differences among different 
groups of consumers is the premise underpinning successful marketing and 
branding strategies.  Understanding market segments and delivering the right 
value to the right target segment(s) is the top determinant of market success.  
As described by our market research partner, Leo Burnett: 

“Not everyone is alike and different people want different things 
from the category.  They evaluate, perceive and use brands differently.  

No brand has ‘universal appeal’ and the more brands there are in a 
category, the more this is true.  

“For every brand, there is greater chance to build business [funding] 
among some segments of consumers than others.  If these segments 

can be identified, the brand has a ‘roadmap for growth’ and can 
customize marketing efforts to the most likely prospects.”

There are many ways to segment a market, including the library funding market.  
Unlike many research studies and surveys that assume a segmentation construct 
at the outset of market research (age, gender, income level, education level, etc.), 
no assumptions were made about which constructs could potentially drive 
the segmentation of the library funding market; but instead, the constructs 
were revealed through analysis of the research data.  Utilizing the trademarked 
BrandProspect™ segmentation approach developed by Leo Burnett, the 
quantitative research data informed the construction of the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  

A crucial and somewhat unexpected finding from the segmentation analysis was that 
demographics and lifestage were not important constructs in the library supporter 
segmentation.  In fact, demographics are irrelevant to library funding support.  The 
factors that determine residents’ willingness to increase their taxes to support their 
local library are their perceptions and attitudes about the library and the librarian, 
not their age, gender, education level or household income.  Library funding support 
is an attitude, not a demographic.

The Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid identified four market tiers: residents 
who are not registered or do not typically vote in elections (Chronic Non Voters); 
voters with high barriers to supporting the library (Barriers to Support); voters who 
are probable library funding supporters (Probable Supporters); and voters who are 
definite library funding supporters (Super Supporters).  Within these four market tiers 
are 10 distinct market segments, named to reflect their distinctive characteristics: 
‘Chronic Non Voters,’ ‘Financially Strapped,’ the ‘Detached,’ ‘The Web Wins,’ ‘Just 
for Fun,’ ‘Kid Driven,’ ‘Library as Office,’ ‘Look to Librarians,’ ‘Greater Good’ and the 
‘Super Supporters.’  Each of these segments can be profiled according to its unique 
attitudes and beliefs, as well as its willingness to increase taxes to fund the 
local library.  
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Two tiers of the pyramid provide the greatest opportunity for a campaign to increase 
library funding, the Probable Supporters and the Super Supporters.  Together 
these target market tiers represent roughly 40% of U.S. residents ages 18–69 in 
communities of 200,000 or less.  The market segmentation suggests that a library 
funding campaign should be targeted at less than half of residents in any community.  
And because the most likely library funders are not the most frequent library users, 
the target segments will exclude a large number of regular library users.  

The research identified several important shared values and beliefs across the 
target market segments, the Probable Supporters and the Super Supporters:

• They are involved in their communities

• They recognize the library’s importance to the community and to a child’s 
education

• They are not always heavy users of the library, but believe the library is a 
noble place, important and relevant to the community

• They recognize the value of a ‘passionate librarian’ as a true advocate for 
lifelong learning

• They see the library as a vital community resource like public schools, fire 
and police, and are willing to increase their taxes to support the library.

For the target supporters, the library is not perceived as just a provider of practical 
answers and information; the most committed supporters hold the belief that the 
library is a transformational force.  

These findings were reinforced during focus groups with Probable Supporters and 
Super Supporters.  Field research in five U.S. communities explored the factors and 
messages most likely to drive, and to limit, increased funding support for libraries 
within the target segments.  

Awakening and reinforcing the transformational value of the library is the most 
important factor in increasing library funding support.  Several messages made a 
difference and several messages did not matter.  

When Probable Supporters and Super Supporters were asked why they believe the 
library is a relevant and critical resource for their local community that deserved to 
be funded, these supporters did not talk about the books or about the information 
the library provides.  They were not swayed to invest in the library because of its 
products, but rather by the role it plays in helping form the people they are today.  
Supporters do not believe that the library’s value to the community is simply as 
a source of information, but rather as a ‘window to the world’ that allows them, 
and every resident in their community, to achieve their potential.  Library funding 
supporters are not swayed by messages that detail library services delivered, but 
rather by messages that remind them of the library’s impact on their community.

During lively discussions, several themes emerged that supporters felt could 
articulate the value of the library in ways that could convince them and others in 
their community to vote for an increase in taxes.  Armed with these themes, the 

Awakening and
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research team developed and tested a number of potential library support campaign 
concepts with Probable Supporters, Super Supporters and elected officials.  Across 
all three groups, the most effective campaign concepts addressed the challenges 
communities face and the positive impact the library can have on alleviating 
those problems.

A successful library funding support campaign must:

• Make the library relevant for the 21st century

• Instill a sense of urgency by putting the library in a competitive context for 

funding, alongside the public schools, fire department and police department

• Activate conversations about the library’s importance in community 

infrastructure and its role in the community’s future.

The research suggests a large-scale library support campaign targeted at Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters, with the right messages and programs, will 
increase support for the public library.  But, of course, this will not happen without 
library community action.  The love that even the most ardent supporters have 
for the library is latent; their awareness of the funding issues faced by libraries is 
minimal; and competition for the local community purse is likely to increase.  As 
public libraries face increasing economic strains, Probable Supporters and Super 
Supporters must be reached, motivated and mobilized to support library funding.  

To thrive tomorrow, libraries must translate belief to awareness, 
and awareness to action.

Next steps

So what are potential next steps?  

While the research results are promising, additional field testing and learning are 
needed before a library support campaign can be constructed.  By design, the 
research and the resulting library supporter segmentation are national in nature; the 
results therefore represent national averages.  Likewise, while we know that Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters represent roughly 40% of residents nationally, we 
do not know how those percentages might vary from community to community.

During the qualitative field research phase, the attitudes and perceptions expressed 
by Super Supporters and Probable Supporters were consistent from community to 
community.  However, there were differences in the market conditions across the 
five research locations that could impact the efficacy of a large-scale campaign.  
From community to community, we found differences in library funding models (levy 
funding or allocations of a shared local government budget), economic conditions 
and population changes.  
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Local library market differences must be studied to determine how local or regional 
factors can be incorporated into a possible library support campaign.  We are happy 
to report that a ‘market-typing’ research project is currently planned for summer 
2008.  This research is the first step in identifying a small number of test markets 
where a library support campaign could potentially be fielded and evaluated.  

OCLC will continue the dialogue with the library community, the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and other possible library supporters to evaluate the potential for a 
library support campaign aimed at turning the tide on public library funding 
in America.  
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Glossary

Advocacy—Active support of a cause, idea or policy.

Barriers to Support—Second-lowest tier of the Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid.  Voters who, 
for a variety of reasons, have significant barriers to voting for increased library funding.

Bond measure—An initiative to sell bonds for the purpose of acquiring funds for various public works 
projects.  

Brand—The cumulative perceptions about an organization, company or product.   A name, term, sign, 
symbol or design to identify a company, product or service.  

Chronic Non Voters—Bottom tier of the Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid.  People who have not 
registered to vote or have a track record of choosing not to vote.

Convenience sample—Data drawn from a population that has been selected because it is accessible and 
appropriate; not necessarily a statistically significant sample.

Creative concept—The core idea and framework of a marketing tactic or campaign.

Detached segment—Second segment of the Barriers to Support tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Characterized by a lack of involvement with local public libraries and their 
communities as a whole.

Emotional and Intellectual Rewards Framework—Framework that represents a variety of brands, 
categories and activities, including the public library, based on: 1) the range of emotional 
(‘Transformation’) and intellectual (‘Information’) rewards provided; and 2) the ability to support a 
practical goal (‘Purpose’) or to provide an escape from everyday life (‘Escape’).

Financially Strapped segment—First segment of the Barriers to Support tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Financial strains are the chief barrier to library support for this segment.

Focus group—A form of qualitative research in which a group of people is asked about attitudes and 
opinions on a particular topic.  Typically held in an interactive setting where participants are free to 
talk with other group members.

Grassroots—A grassroots movement is driven by forces from within a community.  Grassroots activities 
are ones that can be taken on by members of a group. These movements are often local. 

Greater Good segment—Fifth segment of the Probable Supporters tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Believes that the library plays an important role in serving the needs 
of the community and can be a great source of pride, given proper funding.

Just for Fun segment—First segment of the Probable Supporters tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  The heaviest users of the library, particularly of recreational activities and 
services.

Kid Driven segment—Second segment of the Probable Supporters tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Willing to support the library financially because of the role it plays in 
educating and inspiring children.

Levy—An imposition of a tax.  
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Library as Office segment—Third segment of the Probable Supporters tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Uses the library primarily as an extension of the workplace, taking 
advantage of the library’s technology and other resources to conduct work.

Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid—Market segmentation of library supporters, based on the 
key drivers of library funding attitudes and behaviors.

Library Support Index—A measure of a segment’s willingness to definitely support a library 
referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure relative to the size of the segment.

Library 
Support Index

% Definite Library Supporters

% population ages 18–69 
in communities < 200,000

= x 100

Library Use Index—A measure of a segment’s relative frequency of library visitation relative 
to the size of the segment.

Library 
Use Index

% Library Visits

% population ages 18–69 
in communities < 200,000

= x 100

Local public services—For the purposes of this report:  the public library, fire department, police 
department, public health, public schools, road maintenance and park service.

Look to Librarians segment—Fourth segment of the Probable Supporters tier on the Library Supporter 
Segmentation Pyramid.  Has a deep appreciation of the value of the librarian in providing services 
and research expertise.  Also believes that the librarian is a passionate advocate for the library 
within the community.

Marketing campaign—A series of marketing programs sharing a specific goal and a similar theme.

Marketing tactics—Specific communications vehicles such as paid advertising (TV, radio, newspapers, 
billboards, direct mail, paid search), earned media (news stories, events, editorials) and 
social marketing (blogs, wikis, online outreach).

Market segmentation—Dividing a market into distinct groups of buyers on the basis of needs, 
characteristics or behaviors, who might require separate products or marketing mixes.

Mindshare—Consumer awareness of specific products, companies or institutions within a particular 
category or field.

Positioning—Arranging for a product to occupy a clear, distinctive and desirable place relative to 
competing products in the minds of target consumers.

Probable Supporters—Second highest tier of the Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid.  Voters 
who are likely to support library funding initiatives but are not fully committed.

Qualitative research—Qualitative research aims to gather an in-depth understanding of human behavior and 
the reasons that govern human behavior.  Qualitative research looks for the reasons behind various 
aspects of behavior, investigating the why and how of decision making, not just what, where and when. 

Quantitative research—Quantitative research aims to investigate a human or social issue or behavior based 
on measurement with numbers and analysis with statistical procedures.  The process of measurement is 
central to quantitative research because it provides the fundamental connection between empirical 
observation and mathematical expression of quantitative relationships.

Referendum—A direct vote in which an entire electorate is asked to either accept or reject a particular 
proposal. 

Super Supporters—Top tier of the Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid.  People most firmly committed 
to supporting a library funding initiative.

The Web Wins segment—Third segment of the Barriers to Support tier on the Library Supporter Segmentation 
Pyramid.  Characterized by a heavy reliance on the Internet as information source and a belief that the 
library provides little added value.
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About the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation and Leo Burnett USA

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Guided by the belief that every life has equal value, the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation works to help all people lead healthy, productive lives.  In developing 
countries, it focuses on improving people’s health and giving them the chance to 
lift themselves out of hunger and extreme poverty.  In the United States, it seeks 
to ensure that all people—especially those with the fewest resources—have access 
to the opportunities they need to succeed in school and life.  Based in Seattle, 
Washington, the foundation is led by CEO Patty Stonesifer and co-chair William H. 
Gates Sr., under the direction of Bill and Melinda Gates and Warren Buffett.

Leo Burnett USA

Leo Burnett USA, comprising the Leo Burnett brand agency and marketing partner Arc 
Worldwide, is one of the world’s largest agency networks and a subsidiary of Publicis 
Groupe, the world’s fourth-largest communications company.  Leo Burnett holds 
people at the center of its strategic thinking, technological innovation and creative 
ideas, focusing first and foremost on human behavior before attempting to tell a 
brand’s story.  At the core of understanding human insight is Leo Burnett’s own 
quantitative Research Services group.  This group is integral to the strategic team 
and is responsible for handling all types of custom quantitative market research, 
providing upfront insights into human behavior—the foundation for Burnett’s 
brand work.

With this approach, Leo Burnett ensures that people who buy into client brands 
believe in them all the more.  With expertise in mass advertising and digital, 
promotional and retail marketing, Leo Burnett partners with blue-chip clients 
such as The Coca-Cola Company, Diageo, Kellogg, McDonald’s, Procter & Gamble 
and Samsung.  The company has won more advertising awards for campaign 
effectiveness than any other agency in the last six years in the U.S., has been 
heralded as a “pioneer on the frontier of marketing,” and continues to be ranked 
as one of the world’s top-five creatively awarded networks worldwide. 
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About OCLC

OCLC is a nonprofit membership organization that promotes cooperation among 
libraries worldwide.  More than 60,000 libraries in 112 countries have used OCLC 
services to locate, acquire, catalog, lend and preserve print and electronic library 
materials. 

OCLC was established in Ohio in 1967 by a small group of libraries whose leaders 
believed that by working together they could find practical solutions to some of the 
day’s most challenging issues.  Working together, OCLC and its member libraries 
cooperatively produce and maintain WorldCat, which now contains over 
100 million bibliographic records and more than 1.2 billion library holdings. 

Collaboration among librarians and OCLC solved the practical problem of automated 
cataloging.  Ongoing collaboration led to additional OCLC services, including services 
that help libraries build e-content collections and provide online access to special 
library collections like maps, newspapers, photographs and local histories.  It also 
led to the creation of the largest interlibrary loan system in the world for exchange of 
more than 9.7 million items annually to information consumers and scholars around 
the world. 

WorldCat.org continues OCLC’s efforts to make library resources more visible to Web 
users and to increase awareness of libraries as a primary source of reliable 
information and helpful personal assistance. 

In addition to the many services offered, OCLC funds library research programs, 
library advocacy efforts, scholarships, market research and professional development 
opportunities.   

OCLC Programs and Research incubates new technologies; sponsors the work of 
library scientists; represents libraries on a range of international standards bodies;  
and is also actively engaged with the world’s information community to further the 
science of librarianship.  

OCLC library advocacy programs are part of a long-term initiative to champion 
libraries to increase their visibility and viability within their communities.  Programs 
include advertising and marketing materials to reinforce the idea of the library as 
relevant, and market research reports that identify and communicate trends of 
importance to the library profession.  Several of the reports are noted on page C-3. 
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OCLC provides financial support for those beginning their library careers and for 
established professionals who excel in their endeavors through a series of annual 
awards and scholarships. 

OCLC also participates in WebJunction, an online community of libraries and other 
agencies that share knowledge and experience to provide the broadest public 
access to information technology.  A service created by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation’s U.S. Library Program, OCLC and other partners, WebJunction addresses 
real issues that librarians and library staff face every day. 

OCLC’s vision is to be the leading global library cooperative, helping libraries 
serve people by providing economical access to knowledge through innovation 
and collaboration.  OCLC is headquartered in Dublin, Ohio, U.S. and has offices 
throughout the world.  
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OCLC research and reports 

The Sharing, Privacy and Trust in Our Networked World (2007) report is based on 
a survey (by Harris Interactive on behalf of OCLC) of the general public from six 
countries—Canada, France, Germany, Japan, the U.K. and the U.S.—and of library 
directors from the U.S.  The research provides insights into the values and social-
networking habits of library users and explores the web of social participation and 
cooperation on the Internet and how it may impact the library’s role.  To access the 
report, visit the OCLC Web site at: www.oclc.org/reports/sharing/.

The Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources (2005) report summarizes 
findings of an international study on information-seeking habits and preferences.  
The study was conducted to help us learn more about: library use; awareness and 
use of library electronic resources and Internet search engines; use of free vs. for-
fee information; and the ‘Library’ brand.  The report was based on the survey results 
from 3,348 respondents from six countries:  Australia, Canada, India, Singapore, 
the U.K. and the U.S.  To access the report, visit the OCLC Web site at: www.oclc.org/

reports/2005perceptions.htm.

The College Students’ Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources (2006) 
report presents a subset of the Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources 
report, and focuses on the perceptions and behaviors of 396 undergraduate or 
graduate students ranging in age from 15 to 57.  The study was conducted to help us 
learn more about:  library use; awareness and use of library electronic resources and 
Internet search engines; use of free vs. for-fee information; and the ‘Library’ brand.  
To access the report, visit the OCLC Web site at: 
www.oclc.org/reports/perceptionscollege.htm.

The 2003 OCLC Environmental Scan: Pattern Recognition report was published 
in January 2004 for OCLC’s worldwide membership to examine the significant 
issues and trends impacting OCLC, libraries, museums, archives and other allied 
organizations, both now and in the future.  The Scan provides a high-level view of 
the information landscape, intended both to inform and stimulate discussion 
about future strategic directions.  To access the Scan, visit the OCLC Web site at: 
www.oclc.org/reports/2003escan.htm. 

http://www.oclc.org/reports/sharing/
http://www.oclc.org/
http://www.oclc.org/reports/perceptionscollege.htm
http://www.oclc.org/reports/2003escan.htm
www.oclc.org/reports/2005perceptions.htm
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