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The comprehensive research study From 
Awareness to Funding: A study of 
library support in America  found that 

increasing funding support for public 

libraries requires changing perceptions 

about public libraries from an institution 

that provides information to a critical piece 

of the community infrastructure that 

provides transformational opportunities. 

This chapter features a recap of the 

study, including an overview of the 

library support segmentation, and the 

library funding drivers and supporter 

attitudes—all of which helped inform 

development of the strategy and creative 

approach for the Geek the Library 

community awareness campaign. 

The Geek the Library Theory 

Chapter 1
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Defining the challenge

Public libraries face a deepening challenge. Most U.S. public libraries report 
increased traffic—especially for computers and Internet access. The need for 
resources to help people find jobs and reeducate themselves is at an all-time high. 
Over 25 million Americans used public libraries more than 20 times in 2009, up 
from 20.3 million in 2006.1 Over 50 percent of U.S. public libraries reported flat or 
decreased operating budgets in fiscal year 2010—with many anticipating further 
cuts.2 Increasing competition for local funding has also led to chronic budget cuts for 
many tax-supported community services over the past few years. 

The Geek the Library community awareness campaign pilot project was born out of 
the need to bridge the gap between increasing public library usage and diminishing 
budgets. The campaign provides an effective way for libraries to improve support, 
and grow awareness and mindshare in their local communities. Most U.S. residents 
cannot describe how their local library is funded and they are unaware that the 
majority of funding for U.S. public library operations comes from local tax receipts.

The campaign design, strategy and implementation were informed by the research 
findings of an advocacy research grant awarded to OCLC by the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. The detailed research findings are documented in the 2008 
OCLC membership report, From Awareness to Funding: A study of library support in 
America.

The research: an overview
The viability of a large-scale advocacy campaign to create an environment to sustain 
and increase funding for U.S. public libraries was put to the test. The goal of the 
research project was twofold: to understand the factors that drive, and limit, local 
library funding support; and to ascertain whether a national library support campaign 
could be effective at increasing and sustaining funding for U.S. public libraries by 
reaching and influencing the segments of the voting population that have the most 
potential to become committed library supporters. 

1. American Library Association, “Libraries: Getting America Back to Work, A Legislative Proposal to Save Libraries  
and Help Job Seekers,” http://www.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/wo/libraryjobs.pdf.

2. American Library Association, “Libraries Connect Communities: Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study 2009-2010,” 
http://www.ala.org/ala/research/initiatives/plftas/2009_2010/index.cfm#final%20report.
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Research hypothesis

U.S. public libraries face similar marketing and advocacy challenges to those endured 
by other super brands. Lessons learned and successes achieved can be applied to 
increase library funding. Utilizing marketing and advocacy techniques targeted to the 
right community segments with the right messages and community programs, we can 
improve the state of public library funding.

The research was designed to test the application of traditional market research, 
segmentation and targeting techniques to the library funding problem.

Research objectives
• To create a market segmentation analysis of the U.S. voting population that 

identified which segments of voters are most likely to generate increased 
support for U.S. public libraries, and to uncover underlying library motivations 
and attitudes that are indicative and predictive of the level of support for library 
funding.

• To understand the attitudes and behaviors of elected and appointed officials 
about libraries in general, the library’s importance to the community, and how 
those attitudes impact the officials’ willingness to support local library funding.

Research methodology

The quantitative study targeted two audiences: U.S. residents in communities  
with populations of less than 200,000 and elected officials in the United States. The 
study was intentionally designed to capture and analyze the attitudes, behaviors 
and opinions of residents in these communities. The quantitative survey provided 
data across a sample of 1,901 adults. The survey data for the total sample have a 
statistical margin of error of +/– 2.4 percentage points at the 95 percent confidence 
level for the U.S. population ages 18–69 in communities of less than 200,000 
people. 

Additionally, two rounds of qualitative research were conducted to understand the 
attitudes and perceptions of the voters identified during the quantitative research as 
the most likely supporters. The qualitative research was also used to test messaging 
for a potential library support campaign. The research, published in From Awareness 
to Funding: A study of library support in America, indicated that an advocacy 
campaign targeting the appropriate audience with the right message could  
have significant impact on support for local library funding.
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Creating a library support segmentation 

Much like other brands, public libraries face the challenge of creating an effective 
message, identifying the appropriate audiences, and changing perceptions in a  
way that might impact current and future behavior related to library support. Using  
a robust market segmentation methodology, the survey data were analyzed to create 
a Library Supporter Segmentation framework that categorizes and profiles segments 
of the voting population in relation to their level of commitment to public library 
funding support.

The segmentation analysis identified six constructs that are the key drivers of library 
funding attitudes and behaviors: 

• Likelihood of voting favorably if a library referendum is on the ballot

• General voting behavior

• Stated barriers to using or supporting the library 

• The library services they use

• Overall attitudes toward the library

• Perceptions of librarians

Library funding support is not driven by demographics, such as income, age, gender, 
race, political affiliation, etc. Voters’ attitudes, perceptions and behaviors, not their 
demographic profiles, are the most important determinants of willingness to support 
increases in library funding. Library support is more about a mindset or an attitude 
than a traditional demographic profile.

A Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid was developed based on the six  
identified constructs. Library supporters were categorized from those least likely 
to fund libraries at the ballot box (those at the bottom of the pyramid) to those  
most likely to vote in favor of a library referendum (those at the top of the pyramid).

Understanding, leveraging and delivering the appropriate message to these 
segments is a vital element of any successful awareness campaign. These findings 
provide the foundation for the strategy and the structure of Geek the Library.
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Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid 

Total respondents

Super
Supporters

7.1%

Chronic Non Voters
26.6% 

Probable Supporters
32.3% 

Barriers to Support
34.0% 

Population ages 18–69 living in communities of less than 200,000 U.S. residents. 
Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008

The segmentation pyramid identified four distinct tiers:

• Super Supporters: Voters at the top tier of the segmentation pyramid. These are 
people who are most firmly committed to supporting a library funding initiative.

• Probable Supporters: Voters who are likely to support library funding initiatives, 
but are not fully committed.

• Barriers to Support: Voters who, for a variety of factors, have significant barriers 
to voting in favor of increased library funding.

• Chronic Non Voters: People who are not registered to vote or have a history of 
choosing not to vote in national and local elections. 
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Analysis of the middle two tiers identified variations and characteristics that were 
unique enough to merit further market segmentation. The Barriers to Support tier 
included three segments described as Financially Strapped, Detached and The Web 
Wins. The Probable Supporter tier was made up of five segments: Just for Fun, Kid 
Driven, Library as Office, Look to Librarians and Greater Good.

Library Supporter Segmentation Pyramid

Total respondents

Super
Supporters

7.1%

Chronic Non Voters
26.6% 

Probable 
Supporters

Barriers to Support

Financially
Strapped

10.6%
Detached

16.0%

The Web
Wins
7.4%

Just
for Fun

7.1%

Look 
to 

Librarians
6.5%

Library
as 

Office
3.4%

Kid
Driven
6.6%

Greater
Good
8.7%

Percentage of population ages 18–69 living in communities of less than 200,000 U.S. residents.  
Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008

Identifying library funding drivers

The quantitative survey identified a number of factors that drive, and limit, funding 
support of U.S. public libraries. These include information about the attitudes and 
behaviors of the respondents related to libraries, librarians, the library’s role in the 
community, and respondents’ willingness to increase taxes to support funding for 
libraries and other locally funded public services.
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• Most people claimed they would support the library at the ballot box—fewer are 
firmly committed to it. Respondents were asked about their intent to vote if 
there was a library referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure during the next 
local election. A large percentage of respondents claimed they would either 
probably vote yes, or definitely vote yes, to increase funding for their local public 
library. After eliminating the respondents who were not registered to vote or 
showed a track record of not voting (identified as Chronic Non Voters), almost 
three quarters of the remaining voting respondents (74 percent) claimed that 
they would either probably or definitely vote yes; this group was evenly split with 
37 percent saying they would probably vote yes for a library referendum and 37 
percent saying they would definitely vote yes.

 Only 37% of voters say that they would definitely support 
the library at the ballot box

Total voting respondents

Respondents were asked: If there was a referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure  
for your local public library on the ballot, how do you think you would vote?

37% 37%

26%

Definitely vote yes Probably vote yes Definitely vote no, probably 
vote no, or may vote either way

Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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• There is a lot that people don’t know about their public libraries. People are 
generally unaware of many of the services provided by their local libraries. They 
indicate awareness of traditional offerings: books, newspapers, magazines, 
videos/DVDs, etc., as well as services that provide public access computing and 
Internet access. However, they have much lower awareness of many of the value-
added, community-focused programs, such as programming for seniors and teens, 
literacy training and book discussion groups. This lack of awareness may not be a 
deterrent for funding support. Unfamiliarity with the full range of library services 
does not dampen the positive attitudes about library funding held by Probable 
Supporters and Super Supporters.

Awareness of services provided by the local public library

Total respondents

Respondents were asked: Below are some services or types of information that public 
libraries may or may not offer. For each one, please indicate whether or not your  

local public library offers this.
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Percentage of total respondents who said their local public library offered the service. 
Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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• Library support is only marginally related to visitation. Advocating for library 
support to library users focuses effort and energy on the wrong target group. 
In fact, the research showed that frequency of library visitation has almost no 
relationship to a person’s willingness to support the library at the ballot box. Super 
Supporters show the greatest commitment to library funding support—almost 
three times the average—yet their frequency of library visits is only slightly above 
average. And the Just for Fun segment are the heaviest users of the library, but the 
least likely of the Probable Supporters to definitely vote to fund the library.

Library visitation and definite library support by segment

Total voting respondents

Respondents were asked: How many times have you visited your local public library  
in the past 12 months? If there was a referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure  

for your local public library on the ballot, how do you think you would vote?
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Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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• Perceptions of the librarian are highly related to support. Passionate librarians 
who are involved in the community make a difference. Survey respondents rated 
the librarians at their local public libraries across a number of attributes. Analysis 
of the responses shows that a strong positive rating for the librarian across five  
of these attributes has a strong influence on library funding support. Attributes  
of the ‘Passionate Librarian’ are:

•• True advocate for lifelong learning

•• Passionate about keeping the library relevant

•• Knowledgeable about every aspect of the library

•• Well-educated

•• Knowledgeable about their community.

The ‘Passionate Librarian’ and definite library support

Total voting respondents

Respondents were asked: Please rate the librarians at the public library in your community on 
the following traits using a 10-point scale, where a 10 means ‘Describes them extremely well’  

and a 1 means ‘Doesn’t describe them at all.’ 

If there was a referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure for your local  
public library on the ballot, how do you think you would vote?
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Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008



Geek the Library: A Community Awareness Campaign

The Geek the Library Theory    1-11

• The library occupies a very clear position in people’s minds as a provider of practical answers and 
information. The public library’s strong associations as a place for information may not only limit the library’s 
ability to gain mindshare and market share with information seekers, but the current positioning may also be 
one of the factors hampering the success of  library funding initiatives. People’s perceptions about the library’s 
ability to transform lives, rather than its role as an information provider, is what drives financial support. 

PUBLIC LIBRARY 

TRANSFORMATION INFORMATION

PURPO
SE

ESCAPE

Helps you become an expert 

Enhances or rounds out your education 

Points you in the right direction 

Allows you to get really in-depth on a topic

Puts information and answers right at your fingertips 
Helps you be self-reliant 

Helps you seek truth 

A source you trust 
Something of great importance 

Empowers you 

You come away feeling like you really learned something 

Helps you gain a broader perspective on life 

Makes you a deeper thinker 
Allows you to pursue your passions and interests 

Makes you feel smart 
Encourages you to develop your own point of view 

Provides you with basic information 

Looks at a subject or issue from many different perspectives 

Provides knowledge or information that’s very relevant to your own daily life 

Provides tools for very practical purposes 
Helps you make informed decisions 

Brings the whole world into your home 

An authority in its field 

Provides do-it-yourself information

Provides instant access to information 

Brings knowledge to everyone, not just a select few 

Serves a serious purpose 

Part of a well-educated group of people 

Makes you feel safe and secure 

Helps you become a better person 

Fills you with hope and optimism 

Inspirational 

Allows you to appreciate the beauty in life 

Connects with people in a real human way 

Helps create who you are 

Makes you feel good about yourself 

Challenges you to think outside the box 
A very impartial source — doesn’t take a point of view  

Doesn’t just present facts, but rather makes them come alive 

Helps you express your individuality 

Gives you something to talk about 

Enables you to become a more creative person 

Creative and innovative 

Allows you to immerse yourself in a different culture 

Provides you with a puzzle or mystery to solve 

Provides an escape from your own world

Really allows you to relax 
Lets you indulge and enjoy yourself 

Dramatic and exciting 

Surrounds you with a feeling of magic and fantasy

Helps you be the first one to know new things

Stimulates your curiosity about people, places and things 

Like an old friend 
Creates fond memories 

THE HISTORY CHANNEL 

LOCAL CAFÉ 

STARBUCKS 

READING A NOVEL OR BEST-SELLER 

WATCHING THE LOCAL TV NEWS 

READING A BIOGRAPHY OR NONFICTION BOOK

WATCHING A DOCUMENTARY 

TIME MAGAZINE 
READING THE LOCAL NEWSPAPER 

THE DISCOVERY CHANNEL 

VISITING A MUSEUM OR ART GALLERY 

BOOKSTORE 

DOING SUDOKU OR CROSSWORD MYSPACE.COM 

PEOPLE MAGAZINE 

READING BLOGS 

ONLINE BOOKSTORES LIKE AMAZON.COM 

YOUTUBE.COM 

ATTENDING CHURCH OR RELIGIOUS SERVICE 

CONDUCTING A JOB SEARCH 
GETTING A COLLEGE DEGREE 

ATTENDING THEATER/BALLET/SYMPHONY 

TAKING A CLASS FOR FUN 

TRAVELING TO A FOREIGN COUNTRY 

WIKIPEDIA.COM 

ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA 

NATL. GEOGRAPHIC 

TAKING A COMPUTER/TECHNOLOGY COURSE 

PLAYING VIDEO/COMPUTER GAMES 

SEARCH ENGINES LIKE GOOGLE OR YAHOO! 

LISTENING TO MUSIC 

The kind of thing you can really immerse yourself in and savor 

Doesn’t just tell you about something, but makes you feel it emotionally

An oasis from hectic lifestyles 

Makes you feel like part of a social group 

Emotional and intellectual rewards for the public library

Total voting respondents

Respondents were asked: Please rate how well the words or phrases describe the selected  
brands/categories/activities using a 10-point scale, where a 10 means ‘Describes it very well’  

and a 1 means ‘Doesn’t describe it at all.’

Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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• Belief that the library is a transformational force in people’s lives is directly related to their level of funding 
support. Aggregation of results across all survey respondents indicates that the public library is viewed as a 
service that provides the emotional and intellectual rewards of ‘purposeful information.’ But a review of results 
of those voters who said they would definitely vote in favor of a library referendum provides a very important 
distinction. The degree to which the public library was perceived as transformational is significantly higher 
among the most committed funding supporters (voters who said they would definitely vote yes for a library 
referendum, ballot initiative or bond measure). 

Perceptions of the public library held by people who will 
definitely vote in support of library funding

Respondents who would definitely vote yes for a library referendum

Respondents were asked: Please rate how well the words or phrases describe the selected  
brands/categories/activities using a 10-point scale, where a 10 means ‘Describes it very well’  

and a 1 means ‘Doesn’t describe it at all.’

Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008

PUBLIC LIBRARY 

TRANSFORMATION INFORMATION

PURPO
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ESCAPE

Helps you become an expert 

Enhances or rounds out your education 

Points you in the right direction 

Allows you to get really in-depth on a topic

Puts information and answers right at your fingertips 
Helps you be self-reliant 

A source you trust 
Something of great importance 

Helps you gain a broader perspective on life 

Makes you a deeper thinker 
Allows you to pursue your passions and interests 

Makes you feel smart 
Encourages you to develop your own point of view 

Provides you with basic information 

Looks at a subject or issue from many different perspectives 

Provides knowledge or information that’s very relevant to your own daily life 

Provides tools for very practical purposes 

Brings the whole world into your home 

An authority in its field 

Provides do-it-yourself information

Brings knowledge to everyone, not just a select few 

Part of a well-educated group of people 

Makes you feel safe and secure 

Helps you become a better person 

Inspirational 

Connects with people in a real human way 

A very impartial source — doesn’t take a point of view  

Helps you express your individuality 

Gives you something to talk about Creative and innovative 

Provides you with a puzzle or mystery to solve 

Provides an escape from your own world

Really allows you to relax 
Lets you indulge and enjoy yourself 

Dramatic and exciting 

Surrounds you with a feeling of magic and fantasy

Helps you be the first one to know new things

Stimulates your curiosity about people, places and things 

Helps you seek truth 

Empowers you 

You come away feeling like you really learned something 

Serves a serious purpose 

Fills you with hope and optimism 

Allows you to appreciate the beauty in life 

Helps create who you are 

Makes you feel good about yourself 

Helps you make informed decisions 

Provides instant access to information 

Doesn’t just present facts, but rather makes them come alive 

Allows you to immerse yourself in a different culture 

THE HISTORY CHANNEL 

WATCHING THE LOCAL TV NEWS 

READING A BIOGRAPHY OR NONFICTION BOOK

WATCHING A DOCUMENTARY 

TIME MAGAZINE 
READING THE LOCAL NEWSPAPER 

THE DISCOVERY CHANNEL 

VISITING A MUSEUM OR ART GALLERY 

BOOKSTORE 

MYSPACE.COM 

PEOPLE MAGAZINE 

READING BLOGS 

ONLINE BOOKSTORES LIKE AMAZON.COM 
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ATTENDING CHURCH OR RELIGIOUS SERVICE 
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GETTING A COLLEGE DEGREE 

TAKING A CLASS FOR FUN 

WIKIPEDIA.COM 
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TAKING A COMPUTER/TECHNOLOGY COURSE 

PLAYING VIDEO/COMPUTER GAMES 

SEARCH ENGINES LIKE GOOGLE OR YAHOO! 

Challenges you to think outside the box 

Enables you to become a more creative person 

Like an old friend 
Creates fond memories 

LOCAL CAFÉ 

STARBUCKS 

READING A NOVEL OR BEST-SELLER 

DOING SUDOKU OR CROSSWORD 

ATTENDING THEATER/BALLET/SYMPHONY 
TRAVELING TO A FOREIGN COUNTRY 

LISTENING TO MUSIC 

The kind of thing you can really immerse yourself in and savor 

Doesn’t just tell you about something, but makes you feel it emotionally

An oasis from hectic lifestyles 

Makes you feel like part of a social group 
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• Increasing support for libraries may not necessarily mean a trade-off of financial 
support for other public services. Increasing funding support for libraries in the 
Super Supporter and Probable Supporter segments does not necessarily lead to 
a decrease in support for other locally funded public services. In fact, placing the 
library in the consideration set with other key local services can increase the level 
of awareness and importance of the interrelationship with other local services.  
 
A side-by-side comparison of the willingness of a voter segment to increase taxes 
to fund local public services, including the public library, shows that a willingness 
to fund one service is often similar to their willingness to support other local 
services. For example, the most committed library funding supporters, Super 
Supporters, show a strong intent to vote yes in support of library referendum: 83 
percent agreed strongly that they would be willing to raise their taxes to fund the 
public library. Community support from Super Supporters does not just include 
support for the public library. In fact, Super Supporters of libraries are also ‘super’ 
in their financial support of other locally funded public services.

Over half of all Super Supporters indicated they would support  
a tax increase for each of the public services surveyed
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Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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• Elected officials support the library—but are not fully committed to increasing 
funding. Elected officials are similar to Probable Supporters in their overall 
attitudes about public library support and funding. However, positive associations 
do not necessarily translate into support for funding increases.  
 
At the time of the survey, the majority of surveyed elected officials (74 percent) 
indicated their libraries had enough day-to-day operating funds. The library 
is often not a top priority for elected officials; they are managing a long list of 
important public services that are in need of financial support and many face 
increasing pressure by their constituencies to limit local tax increases.

The library places in the bottom half of the list of public services  
that elected officials are willing to support with a tax increase

Elected officials

Respondents were asked: For each service, please rate how much you agree with the phrase 
“I’d be willing to pay more in local taxes to better fund this service.” Please use a 10-point 
scale, where a 10 means you ‘Completely Agree’ and a 1 means you ‘Completely Disagree.’
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Source: From Awareness to Funding, OCLC, 2008
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Understanding supporter attitudes 

Qualitative research provided more context about the attitudes, perceptions 
and beliefs about libraries, librarians and library funding of the two main market 
segments: Probable Supporters and Super Supporters. While both groups hold  
many similar attitudes, a comparison of these two groups highlighted a difference  
in intensity in their emotional connection to the library and their commitment  
to library support. 

Super Supporters are more likely to view the library as holding a transformational 
role in the community and less likely to question the need to provide ongoing 
support. Super Supporters are also proactive in articulating their support. Probable 
Supporters share the belief that the library can change lives and see the library’s role 
in bringing the community together, but are more likely to see the library’s role in 
practical, less transformational terms. 

Focus groups showed that even the most avid library supporters have concerns 
about the relevance of the public library in today’s world, and their favorable vote 
in support of funding initiatives cannot be assumed. While Probable Supporters 
and Super Supporters have a strong emotional connection to the public library, 
that connection is latent and is exhibited only when asked directly. The research 
indicated several barriers that any library support marketing campaign would need to 
overcome, including the lack of awareness of how local public libraries are funded.

The positive emotional connections that Probable Supporters and Super Supporters 
have with libraries are not always sufficient to convince them to increase library 
funding. The research indicated a need to appeal to both the heart and mind of 
the potential voter, positioning the library as an important part of the community’s 
infrastructure that plays a key role in providing equal access to resources vital for 
thriving in today’s digital world. To make the case for funding and to have long-term 
impact on local funding for public libraries, a successful campaign would have to 
change common public perceptions about the library, and its value to individuals and 
the community.

The library must be repositioned as a vital part of the community infrastructure—now 
and in the future—that provides transformational opportunities, and a tangible return 
on investment for individuals and the community as a whole.
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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 an historical 
institution that is ‘nice to have,’ but rather as a vital part of the community infrastructure.

InfrastructureInstitution

NecessityNice to have

My futurePast

ROI for meAltruism for others

My transformationInformation

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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Summary

The research made clear that an effective library advocacy and marketing campaign 
in support of increased library funding must ensure that the library is repositioned 
as both a unique and essential part of the community infrastructure. It must attract 
attention and have stopping power. The library cannot be viewed as a place of 
information that’s ‘nice to have,’ but as a ‘must have’ that’s as important to the 
future as the past. An effective campaign must present today’s library as a place 
of possibilities and as a critical asset—for individuals (to find jobs, reeducate 
themselves and enhance literacy) and for the community (access to technology, 
continued education and economic benefits).
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