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DEDICATION

This book is for you and those you love.

When you read the acknowledgments, you will be introduced to Jeanne
and Jean, two of three women in my life who died of cancer this past
year. The third woman who died of cancer this past year was my sister-
in-law, Kelly, whom I met in elementary school and who, you guessed it,
introduced me to my husband, Adam.

I have debated whether to dedicate this book to them, in their memory.
Cancer in humans has many ties to the poor environmental practices of
multiple generations. But the more I thought about it, the more I kept
coming back to the fact that we all love someone. We all love someone
impacted by the disruption caused not only by poor environmental stew-
ardship over many generations but by economic policies that are unfair
and by social inequities that lead to discrimination based on ethnicity,
sexual orientation, age, and other factors out of our control.

We all love someone who, in the future, will be impacted by envi-
ronmental, economic, and social policy decisions that are made today.
Likely you are driven to do what you do in our profession by this love
you have for your family and neighbors. Thankfully, we are powerful and
can influence what the future will be.

So, in that vein, this book is dedicated to you, and to those you love,
in hopes that tomorrow is brighter than today.

Be well. Be kind. Do good work. Good luck to us all.
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INTRODUCTION

My day job is to help libraries get elected.

At the polls, in the state capitol, in the county legislature, and, most
important, in the hearts and minds of citizens.

Over the past eighteen years I have worked on more than one hundred
library referendum campaigns for operating and capital funds. I have
served on my state association’s legislative committee for almost a decade.
I have worked alongside my colleagues to secure millions of dollars in aid
for libraries—locally and at the state level. I am on the front lines of the
fight for funding for libraries. And trust me, folks, it is a fight.

Library people are, for the most part, goodness and light. We believe
in common sense. We believe that facts win the day. We believe that
democracy works. But we currently live in a world where facts are obscured
or ignored, and “alternative facts” are shared by the highest office in
the land. We are learning new terms such as astroturfing (the practice of
masking the sponsors of a message or organization to make it appear as
though it originates from and is supported by a grassroots participant).
We live in a world in which various political and corporate factions are
actively working against what is best for the majority. We live in a world
in which money talks.

What does the world look like when democracy can be bought? When
free speech is suppressed? When the free press is cast as villainous? What
does it look like when a free people can no longer freely govern themselves?
What happens to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” when we are
so busy fighting each other over perceived and real slights that we are
unable to come together to face some of the biggest crises of our lives?
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Much of my job entails listening to influencers—decision makers and
opinion leaders—to help create sustainable libraries. Not just the governor,
a state senator, or a mayor but everyday taxpayers who are voting whether
to invest more of their dollars into their library. What I hear is shifting.
What I hear worries me. Increasingly libraries are called elitist, liberal,
nonessential. Instead of combating that attitude with confidence, library
advocates get flustered and defensive, defaulting into a pugilistic stance
that only amplifies the opposition’s feeling that its proponents are correct.

What our profession needs now is confidence, determination, and
the will to succeed. Our communities are counting on us.

The heavy lift of advocating for libraries is simultaneously tougher and
easier than it has ever been. Tougher because to cut through the noise of
modern life and help people understand what we are doing is a massive
challenge. Easier because what we do as libraries, and, more important,
why we do it, has never been more relevant.

Research I share in this book points to disturbing declines in library
use. Library win margins at the polls are shrinking; more libraries are
positioned to lose in the coming years. Messaging from libraries is all over
the place or nonexistent or, worst of all, untrue.

Do you know that feeling when your sock is falling down inside your
shoe as you are walking? It starts out as mildly irritating and then it gets
worse. You start to think to yourself, “Ugh. I'm going to have to find a spot
to sit down, untie my shoe, and pull up this sock,” but you keep walking,
hoping it won’t get worse. But it does. It gets downright uncomfortable.
You might even be limping. That is where I think libraries are right now.
It’s downright uncomfortable to watch libraries who don’t get how they
are perceived in the community. It’s downright uncomfortable to listen
to library leaders who are focused on the wrong things. It’s downright
uncomfortable to have to go to conferences where heads are in the sand.

It is time to get focused. To sit down, untie the shoe, and pull up
the damn sock. Let’s do the work so we can stand tall and walk forward
with confidence.

That’s what this book is about—giving you the foundation and talking
points you need to walk into the unknown with confidence that libraries
are more important than ever and to never, never allow someone to tell
you otherwise.
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INTRODUCTION

I live libraries. Every day. I love libraries and the people who make
them possible. My life’s work has been to support those who make libraries
viable, visible, and vital—to create “sustainable libraries.”

People often look at me sideways when I share my title: coordinator
for library sustainability. What is that, they ask? Because I am certified as
a Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design Accredited Professional
(LEED AP), people often assume that my job is isolated to helping build
library buildings, and although that is part of my job, it is a smaller part
than you might guess. My true job is to ensure that my libraries have the
capacity to meet community needs—funding, facilities, leadership, advo-
cacy—these things all work in concert to create a library that is worthy
of investment, that matters to those it serves.

Through my unbelievable luck to have had the opportunity to work
with some of the best library people in the world—from directors and
trustees to library staff and Friends groups to library consultants and
architects and, most of all, to the people we serve as librarians—I have
learned so much.

I look for patterns. Why did this library succeed? Why do people flock
to this library? Why was this program so successful? Why did this vote
fail? Why is everything so hard for this library? What makes patrons so
loyal to this library?

This book is about those patterns.

This book is about pattern recognition beyond libraries that libraries
need to respond to. This book is about the very survival of libraries and
our communities.

The world we are living in today has never needed libraries more.
Never before has it been so critical that libraries become master tacticians
working through a shared strategy that we all need to get behind.

This book is a case for that shared strategy: sustainable thinking.

Sustainable thinking, as outlined in this book, helps reset the clock,
bringing us back to basics. Our goal is to position the future success of your
library in the context of your community’s capacity to endure, to bounce
back after disruption, and to thrive—regardless of what is thrown its way.

In this book, I am asking you to get really good at talking about why
we do what we do. I am asking you to live the values that we claim to
support throughout all aspects of our operations and outreach.
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INTRODUCTION

We need street credibility like never before in order to do the work the
world needs us to do. Our commitment to core values such as democracy,
diversity, and the public good needs to be reflected in all we do in order
for our messaging to resonate.

Now is the time to kick into high gear and use our resources wisely.

To ensure that libraries, and those we serve, are around for the long
haul, we must commit to sustainability for our institutions and for our
communities.

I believe that libraries are here to make the world a better place.
That we represent the best of humanity and hope for the future. That our
profession is about caring for those who come through our doors, who work
in our facilities, and even those who do not directly use library services.
We are service professionals, we are information professionals, we are
educators—but first and foremost we are fellow citizens to those we serve.

Libraries are empowerment engines. We are on the front lines of
empowering individuals and communities to make the world a better
place. This is a unique and special role we play that we must deliberately
embrace. Our power and influence are vast and, in many ways, largely
untapped.

We are positioned to effect great change, to make our communities
stronger, healthier, safer places to live, work, learn, and play. But we can
only do that if people believe in us, and people want to believe in us,
they really do.

Thank you for reading this far. I hope you continue. Your library’s
future may depend on it.

| xviii |
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DISRUPTION
INSIDE, QUTSIDE, AND ALL AROUND

WELL-MEANT NEWSPAPER HEADLINES LOVE TO QUESTION
the vitality and viability of libraries, noting popular opinions that librar-
ies have gone the way of the dinosaur. Reporters and writers across the
world, sympathetic to the plight of an institution they view much like
their own profession, note the danger of extinction. I’ve read so many of
these articles in the past five years I've lost count.

Dozens upon dozens of newspaper articles, magazine stories, and online
news source features follow this same formula: bet you thought libraries
were a thing of the past @ but wait, there’s more to the eye < [insert
latest technology or unexpected program] = cute, right? Rarely does a
writer miss the opportunity to speak to her own nostalgia about libraries,
the printed word, and the quiet solitude of the libraries of her youth. The
librarian who changed the writer’s life by putting the right book in her
hands at the right moment. The fondness that writers and reporters have
for libraries is undeniable. The charm, the promise, the hope that libraries
have always embodied is still there, everyone!

We are often viewed as passive, awaiting your attention, here to help if
you need us. Our bread and butter is storytime and free, high-speed access
to the Internet; everything else seems to be cast as the flavor of the month.

Use of libraries, overall, is down. Spin, spin, spin, but the data don’t
lie. Fewer people are coming through the doors of our libraries. Fewer
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PART I | SITUATION REPORT

people borrow items, the same people visit our websites, and we strug-
gle to get people to interact with our electronic resources, save e-books.
“That’s not the story at my library!” I’ll often hear. “People love our
library!” “Why, I had fifty kids at this program or the other.” That’s
nice. In fact, that’s great! I'm so glad to hear it. However, a trend is a
trend for a reason—it means that more often than not, use of libraries
is down, overall, nationwide.

The Pew Research Center data are invaluable to libraries if you're will-
ing to assess all the data, not just the stuff that makes us look good. The
center’s 2013 report, The New Library Patron, has one of the best headlines
about libraries in decades: “91% of Americans think libraries are important.”
Boom! That’s amazing, fantastic, and pretty hard to top. However, read a
bit farther and you’ll see a startling statistic: 30 percent admit—perhaps
sheepishly—that they don’t quite understand what libraries do anymore.!
We look different. We’re “more than books.”

The fact that 30 percent (21 percent of whom earlier answered that
they think we are important) are confused about what we do should set
off warning bells, like when a hurricane is reclassified to the next highest
category. This is our honeymoon period and has been for the past decade.
We’ve tried to tackle it as a messaging issue: okay, we’ve got a public
relations problem—Ilet’s fix that; let’s learn to talk about ourselves in new
ways that will resonate and turn this confusion around.

Valiant efforts are undertaken, regularly, to find new ways to talk
about libraries, to find that perfect phrase that’s going to turn things
around. Yet in 2016, in a new report from Pew, released in April, right
at the start of National Library Week thank-you-very-much, came the
statistical headline we’ve all secretly known was coming: “Use of Public
Libraries Drifts Down,” and no, e-use does not make up the difference.?
You can read the report for yourself.

Now, you can continue to be in denial (not my library!), talk about
how it’s not about the numbers (it’s all about outcomes!), and, honestly,
that’s the truth. It should be about the outcomes, about the lives changed,
but the numbers are the numbers, and they are used for us and against us
in critical moments tied to our funding.

If we are going to be relevant, remain trusted, and be able to truly
ride the story line about outcomes to success at the polls and in the hearts
and minds of those we serve, we’ve got a lot of work to do.
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CHAPTER 1 | DISRUPTION

A new campaign slogan isn’t going to fix this. A new innovative pro-
gram isn’t going to fix this. A cool new application of tech isn’t going to fix
this. This is big and needs a true, long-haul thinking strategy to address.

The mixed messaging out there about who libraries are and what we do
causes confusion among our community members, even our stakeholders.
We are many different things to many different people, which means there
is a lack of cohesion behind the messaging of why we matter.

Libraries transform. Libraries change lives. Libraries matter. All popular
phrases used nationally that say, basically, nothing to someone who isn’t
a native library user or parent.

We're slipping when we should be shining. There are dozens of beacons
out there, libraries “doing it right,” who are hardwired into their commu-
nities, truly working hand-in-hand with their neighbors to create a better
world through library services, but not enough of them. Not enough to
stem the tide of uncertainty about the future of libraries. Not enough to
turn the tide in Plainfield, Illinois, when an antitax Super PAC turned its
sights on the library’s building referendum and squashed it. Not enough
to quell the inevitable questions we field from family members and friends
about the future of libraries.

But we know, we library leaders, we library advocates. We know that
libraries do matter. We do change lives. But we also know that we’re often
spread too thin, that the impact we’re having should be bigger, more
obvious. Our institutions, designed for a world that existed decades ago,
are struggling in this age of amplified disruption.

We have limped along for a long time, but our honeymoon is over.
Outside forces are afoot, directly and indirectly shaping the future of
libraries and our communities.

The Americans for Prosperity (AFP) Political Action Committee, a
well-known Super PAC underwritten by the Koch brothers, promulgates
the Tea Party flavor of the antitax faction: any tax is a bad tax. The Koch
brothers, two of the richest men on Earth, together worth roughly $43
billion, have sunk funding into AFP that makes this Super PAC a force to
be reckoned with. They have helped a fringe movement become main-
stream, and in 2016 set their sights on Plainfield, Illinois.

The Plainfield Public Library worked for years to understand what the
community needed from it. Through focus groups, surveys, and public
town meetings, librarians identified the need for a new library facility.

I'5 1
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The library followed a textbook path to build consensus about the new
facility and worked hard to present an opportunity to the community that
would be affordable and help community members reach their goals for
library services in their town.

AFP swooped in after the campaign to pass a referendum to fund the
new building got started. The Super PAC funded robocalls to all residents,
underwrote signs and ads, and ran a textbook misinformation campaign.
The library’s $6,000 campaign committee budget could not compete. The
referendum was crushed at the polls. The library tried again the next year,
lowering the amount requested, but the damage was done. The referendum
lost again, by a lot.

Today’s civil wars can be won with money if a community is not
cohesive. A library that is operating with the old handbook is going to
limp into the future, its fate uncertain. What is swirling around outside
our professional lives is getting weirder and scarier. To weather what is
already happening, and what is coming, we need a loyal base of sup-
porters—not just users—in our communities that “get” what their library
is all about and why that matters in modern society.

The first worksheet of the book, “By the Numbers,” can give you a
bird’s-eye view of how a few people can influence the fate of a commu-
nity. Voter apathy in local elections and unpredictable voter turnout at
the polls can leave a library scrambling to gather enough votes to win.
Libraries cut it too close for comfort in more cases than not. Understanding
these numbers is critical to being more strategic in the future about who
knows about us, who understands us, and who benefits from our services.
These are actually three distinct groups, all with the power to sway the
financial future of the library.

A new slogan, shiny new tech, and pop-up libraries alone are not going
to turn the tide. We need to be strategic, and that’s what this book is all
about. Being strategic about the future of libraries to the point at which
we are sewn so tightly into the fabric of the lives of the communities we
serve that it would be unthinkable to underfund, defund, or vote against
our libraries.
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CHAPTER 1 | DISRUPTION

NOTES
1. Kathryn Zickuhr, Lee Rainie, Kristen Purcell, and Maeve Duggan, “How Americans Value
Public Libraries in Their Communities,” Pew Internet and American Life Project (Decem-
ber 11, 2013), http://libraries.pewinternet.org/2013/12/11/libraries-in-communities/.
2. “Use of Libraries Drifts Down, While Use of Library Websites Levels Off,” Pew Research
Center: Internet and Technology (April 6, 2016), www.pewinternet.org/2016,/04/07/
libraries-and-learning/pi_2016-04-07 learning-and-libraries_0-02/.
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PART I | SITUATION REPORT

QG

BY THE NUMBERS

Hypothetically, if your library went for a vote this year for a building
referendum, how many votes would it take to win?

(To find the answer, call your board of elections or school district and ask
how many people normally come out to vote in the general election or the
school budget process in your legally chartered service area.)

How many library cardholders do you have?

How many of your library cardholders have actively used your library in the
past twelve months?

How many donors do you have?

How many of your active cardholders and donors are currently registered to
vote?

Is there a gap between the number of likely supporters of your referendum
(users and donors who are registered to vote) and the number of votes you
would need to win (50 percent + 1 of the number of voters who come out in a
similar election)?
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