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1
Getting Started

N

o one wants to go into a fight blindfolded, so before embarking on a library
advocacy campaign, it is important for you and your group to consider a few
basic issues. You need to decide which methods of persuasion you will use;
who you should be talking to; and most important, what your group’s mission and
goals will be. Thinking about these key issues at the very beginning will let you avoid
unnecessary blunders and will bring you a long way toward implementing a successful
campaign for public libraries in your community.
Knowing what you want to get from your efforts is the key. You must have a clearly
defined goal. Are you facing a particularly bad budget year? Are you floating a bond
for a new building? Is the library contemplating closures and layoffs? Once you have
identified your target issue and what you are advocating for, you can begin to delineate
the parameters of your fight.
Who do you need to influence in order to achieve your goal? Who holds the power
in your community? Is your library’s budget linked to another city agency, such as the
school system? Asking these questions in the beginning will save you time in the end.
There is no point in lobbying the city council (e.g., selectmen, aldermen, board) if the
mayor, and only the mayor, writes the budget. Once you have identified the funding
structure and the decision makers who hold the reins of power, your group can put
together a strategy.
Building public awareness is an essential part of your mission, regardless of your
city’s political landscape. In some cases, such as a ballot referendum on funding, the
public will be your primary target audience. Even when you are not trying to influence
a public vote, increasing the public’s awareness and gaining its sympathy remain vital.
Politicians are keenly aware of public perceptions and the pulse of the community, and
public opinion will exert far more pressure on elected officials than your organization
could ever hope to do on its own. Steadily building public pressure by way of press
coverage, event attendance, and successful petition and postcard- or letter-writing
campaigns will be a major motivating force for elected officials to take action on your
issue. If you can successfully make your cause a popular public issue, your battle will
be half won.
At the same time, you must know where and when to focus public attention.
Leading a public hue and cry against a mayor who has no control over the budget
or a bond will do nothing to help your cause––and will possibly alienate a potential
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supporter, predisposing him or her against the library the next time an issue comes up.
Do your research, and determine where your leverage points are.
Part of understanding the power players is being aware of their schedules. When are
your city’s budget talks? How far in advance of those formal discussions is the budget
on people’s radar? How long can you realistically keep your loosely affiliated activist
group working together, and when should you try to have enthusiasm and activism
peak? Having an August read-in in support of the library budget may harm your cause
more than help it if the budget won’t be discussed until the following April. When
budget talks finally roll around eight months later, the only thing remaining from that
day of passionate advocacy will be a bunch of old photos on your website. Pictures of
people in shorts do little to help your cause when there is still snow on the ground.
It is important to identify key dates and elections so you can target your efforts
accordingly. Plan your events and solicit media coverage to attract the most attention.
Don’t be afraid to connect library issues to what’s going on in the broader political
landscape, such as an election in which a library advocate or opponent is in a fight for
office. Do not underestimate the importance of timing. Timing is crucial.
We learned that the hard way. Our advocacy group, Urban Librarians Unite,
organized a zombie walk over Brooklyn Bridge to New York City Hall on Halloween to
protest pending budget cuts. We thought we covered all our bases. We sent out press
releases; got our permits; notified key allies; and had great attendance, with more than
fifty undead librarians in full costume and makeup lurching across the bridge on a
beautiful day. Tons of press came out and took a bunch of pictures and conducted
interviews. But nobody ran a single story. Unfortunately, we made the mistake of
holding the march on the Sunday before a hotly contested midterm election on Tuesday.
Our timing was off by forty-eight hours. There was absolutely no way our march was
going to make it into the papers; at any other time it would have been a lock. It was an
odd (and rather painful) lesson in how important timing can be.

Urban Librarians Unite was originally designed as a social and professional group dedicated
to bringing librarians from around the city together and fostering communication among
professionals from different disciplines and among the three major library systems,
whose more than two hundred branches provide service to New York City. It successfully
operated as a monthly drinks, idea swap, and gripe session for about two years. When
a library budget crisis hit and many of our members were at risk of losing their jobs, we
quickly retooled into an activist organization. The structure and communications were
already in place, so it was relatively easy to give members a direction, fire them up, and
get them moving to protest the budget cuts.

Identifying Professional and
Organizational Limitations
All citizens have the right to free speech, but members of your group may be bound by
outside considerations that have an impact on what they can do to help. For instance,
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library employees may be limited by what they can do on the library’s time or prohibited
from speaking to the press about library issues. Some public-sector workplaces prohibit
all outside political activity. You should absolutely check your local ordinances and
relevant work regulations to identify what your municipality, administration, and board
of trustees view as permissible activity before you plan a strategy that includes events,
protests, or canvassing campaigns. In this way you can protect your members and
ensure their greatest participation. All this may sound like a pain, but it is important.
Ask the union, human resources, and pretty much everybody you can think of to make
sure what you and your supporters can and cannot do. Nobody should get fired because
they were part of your rally.
Advocating in the library may be easier than you expect, and some state and
local governments and library administrations are more tolerant than others. In New
York City, where the library systems are private nonprofits, library staff were encour
aged to put out petitions and postcards at our reference desks, given excused time to
rally at city hall, and allowed to hold demonstrations outside of library buildings. We
were very fortunate that the library boards were supportive and encouraging of our
efforts and that local ordinances did not prevent us from physically advocating for
our cause. We must give credit where credit is due: despite an uphill battle for public
opinion, we had the benefit of political and institutional support. This support helped
our cause while adding creative allies who could be a little more “out there” than
traditional library advocates, such as friends-of-the-libraries groups and the libraries
themselves.
Activists in other cities and states may have limitations even if the advocacy
campaign is independent of the library, the friends-of-the-library group, and the publicservice union. If your board of trustees feels that it is inappropriate to have political
petitions at the desk or if legislation prohibits it, then that is that. Don’t fight. Figure
out a way around the problem. Use it as an opportunity to directly engage potential
supporters outside of the library. Library administration and local governments (more
than likely) can’t stop you from following the same parameters as other petition drives
located in front of the library. Find out exactly what your local rules are for soliciting
signatures in the park or in the mall, and follow them to the letter. Do not use obstacles
and limitations as excuses to avoid outreach efforts. If your are stymied in your efforts
to gather displays of support in public places, then explore private options like a church
group, a college campus, or a service club. Are your tactics garnering pressure against
your campaign? Consider making the opposition’s platform part of your narrative, but
be aware that doing so may galvanize any opponents you already have.
Library workers can use the advocacy campaign as an opportunity to gain additional
supporters within the library, but don’t let your efforts negatively affect the quality of
service you provide to the public. If anything, advocacy should inspire you to give
better service than ever before (see the section “Constant Advocacy” in chapter 3). In
serving the public, you serve all of the public––including the guy who is trying to get
your Carnegie library torn down to build a parking lot. When your bitterest opponent
needs a book, he or she should absolutely receive the same service and anonymity as
your most fervent supporter. This approach may well turn your opponents into allies.
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Organizational Identity
What kind of group do you want to be? This question may be unexpectedly difficult
to answer. An open-ended goal statement such as “We want to raise awareness of the
library” is serviceable, but it is a better fit for long-standing traditional organizations
like a local friends-of-the-library group. Open-ended, long-term goals are fine for
ongoing charitable work or for a service club, but it is difficult to maintain an active
grassroots advocacy effort without a specific goal in mind. Motivation is a key issue in
an advocacy campaign. It is much easier to excite members and supporters if you are
able to communicate goals and identify concrete successes.
It is important that your group define itself in the beginning. You don’t have to wait
until you have twenty people in the room before you lay out your basic mission, name,
and purpose. Just go for it! Figuring out your organizational identity will allow you to
more efficiently pursue your group’s defining purpose and stay focused on that goal.
It’s easy to get lost in the minutiae of events and press releases before really discussing
the internal aspects of your organization. That is why it is important that you determine
what you are about early on. Having a clear message, goal, and identity will make it
easier for you to formulate press releases and organize people for events in the thick of

The Why and How of Tactical Thinking

Tactical thinking is simply being careful with your resources and using them to best
effect. It means knowing where best to put pressure, when best to apply it, and who in
your organization is best suited to the task at hand. As the term implies, tactical thinking
invites a more aggressive kind of activism. It means looking at the campaign, if not as
a war, then at least as a game to be won through intelligent perseverance. A large part
of tactical thinking is assessing your opponent and yourself. Where are your opponents
stronger than you? In what area are your opponents’ sources greater than yours, and to
what ends are they dedicating those resources? Where are they slow to respond, and
how can you use the issues in their message to your best advantage? If the opposition
is strong in a given area––if it has the mass of the public or politicians locked up on their
side––then avoid confrontation in that area. Focus on the mayor, or the budget office,
or the press, or the public opinion and have those people influence the town council
for you. If you have a particular strength, embrace it. Are a lot of college students or
mommy groups on your side? Create opportunities for these populations to come to the
forefront, and design events that will use them to best effect.
Tactical thinking means knowing your own weaknesses and avoiding confrontations
in those areas. It means knowing your opponents’ weaknesses and leaning on them.
Tactical thinking should be an ongoing assessment of your organization and the problem(s)
it intends to tackle. This does imply a more dynamic (if not aggressive) activism, the
level of which is up to each campaign and its leadership. Tactical thinking is a means
of organizational growth and efficiency. It helps leadership be aware of organizational
assets and allows them to use those assets for the greatest impact.
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the campaign. By identifying your direction early on, your supporters will find it easier
to join and share in a larger vision as you build momentum and organizational strength.
Once you have identified your political landscape and organizational goals, you
can focus on the internal issues of organizational structure. Don’t bypass this step!
Your group’s structure and methods of organizing are just as important as the issue
that you are organizing around. Choosing a decision-making structure for your group
early on will help ease tense situations––for example, when you have twenty activists
in a room with twenty different individual opinions, each of which can be argued for
and reasoned through. Articulating your structure and decision-making process, and
identifying an organizational mission, will go a long way toward eliminating friction
during the life span of your group. Conversely, not talking or thinking about structure
and process may create a situation in which unspoken issues become a source of tension
and the cause of internal misunderstandings. When tension or conflict arises, as they
inevitably do in human relationships, it’s important to have a foundation that articulates
the parameters of acceptable behavior and that can guide you toward a resolution.

Structure
As your campaign gains momentum or as your supporters multiply in number, it may
be tempting to codify an organizational structure that places prominent members or
early participants in positions of power or to immediately elect officers with primary
decision-making capabilities. Please think about this before you proceed. You must
establish a structure that best facilitates the vision and priorities of the group.
Here are some issues to consider when forming your organization:

▪▪ How are democratic decision-making processes used? Should mem▪▪
▪▪
▪▪
▪▪

bers vote on policy? Use consensus? Will you elect or hire leaders or
staff to make these decisions?
How can new members become involved in the decision-making
process?
If officers are elected, what is the length of their term? If members
assign or volunteer for specific roles or responsibilities via a consensus
process, is there a mechanism for the group to assess whether the distribution of tasks has been successful?
How are members, leaders, and volunteers held accountable by the
organization?
Should there be a mechanism to replace or recall members, volunteers,
and leaders who are not fulfilling their responsibilities?

You should also think about whether your organizational structure allows your
group to capitalize on participants’ skills and strengths. Is there a place in your
organization for people with unique skill sets or who have specific organizational
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strengths? Will volunteers and participants be assigned to roles at random? Is there
a chance that new volunteers will be given responsibilities they are not suited for?
Although it’s imperative that busywork gets done and the most onerous tasks be shared
and/or rotated, participants should also have the ability to donate their talents to the
campaign freely. In return, your campaign will benefit from using the best that people
have to give. You will also find it easier to complete tasks and garner volunteers if you
are offering genuine participatory roles that are attractive to potential supporters or
meaningful to dedicated members. Those dedicated members often feel a great sense
of honor in being given difficult, important, or even seemingly impossible tasks. It is a
great aspect of human nature that we want to give our best to our comrades, and this is
a key resource for activism. Recognize it publicly when people rise to the occasion and
they will astonish you with their dedication.

Leadership
There will be times when you have to just buckle down and be a leader. If people are
looking for direction, don’t be afraid to give it to them. Sometimes people want to be
told what to do. They may want to help but not be sure of how best to do that. If they
want to be involved in policy discussions, great. If they just want to hold signs and
shout slogans, that is OK too. Invest yourself in your people, but don’t be afraid to point
them in the right direction and run toward your goal pulling them along after you.
It is very easy to become attached to historical methods of organizing or to main
tain reliance on a campaign strategy that has worked in the past. Beware of becoming
entrenched in routine or tradition, or of resisting organizational change. Your organi
zation must have the courage to change directions, to adapt to new scenarios, and to
relinquish roles in a situation when the current ways of doing things are no longer
tenable.
This specifically applies to organizational change. Organizations are living, breathing
organisms that change according to the combined temperaments of members, external
pressures and adversities, shifting political winds, and the inevitable passage of time.
A healthy organization will ideally cultivate an environment in which leadership roles
are shared, conflict is openly discussed and resolved, and responsibilities are rotated to
avoid burnout. Your goal is to lead a successful advocacy campaign for public libraries in
your community. Long-term leadership requires organizational strength and the ability
to withstand leadership changes and internal tensions without losing momentum.
You will want to prioritize action over organizational navel-gazing. Is your group
spending more time in boring, ritualized meetings, griping over the minutiae of small
things, than you are actually out in your community building a movement of library
supporters? Your decision-making process (e.g., meetings, discussions) should be
the means, not the end. The end is the actual active work of a campaign: organizing,
advocating, and building a movement. If you are noticing that your meetings are
frustrating, endless, and fruitless, consider instituting some time limits on the meeting
themselves. Think about having a moderator serve at each meeting to help keep the
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conversation on track, avoid repetition, and guide the decision-making process toward
actual goals and resolutions.
It is not absolutely necessary for your group to create an elaborate set of guidelines
and rules in order to be effective. You may have a small core of organizers decide issues
and strategies in a less formal manner and handle conflicts as they arise, or you may
have a large group of loosely affiliated individuals who come together to raise awareness
of public library issues, taking their cues from a friends-of-the-library group or the
library system itself. An overemphasis on creating and defending an organizational
structure can also lead to internal paralysis and can impede action and participation.
Organizations and their participants may cultivate obsessions with ritual or cling to
articulated roles, which can be used to block democratic processes or stifle dissent.
If, however, your organization chooses to codify a more formal structure, such as
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, a 501(c)(4) social welfare group, or a political action committee
(PAC), you must adhere to legally required structures and decision-making processes.
Take this into account when assessing your organizational vision and strategy.

Getting official
Once you have determined your organizational goals and structure, it will be easier to
decide whether you want to formalize your group through incorporation or another
legal registration process. This is a big step, but it affords you a lot of legitimacy and
opens up a lot of possibilities. If you want to apply for or disburse grants, raise funds,
influence the political process in a formal way, hire paid staff, or build supporting
programs, it may be in your best interest to form a limited liability corporation that
protects leaders and participants from legal liability.
Conversely, going through these required processes may be more trouble than it’s
worth, sucking up immense amounts of time and preventing you from clearly assessing
the appropriate role of your group in a campaign. Legal fees alone can be prohibitive,
and completing the attendant paperwork can be a full-time job. It is possible to do an
incredible amount of work without adopting these legal structures. In addition, your
organization always has the option to shift gears and adopt a more formal structure as
it grows.

501(c)3 and 501(c)4
The 501(c)(3) status is an Internal Revenue Service–designated tax exemption for non
profit organizations. Basically, this is for organizations that want to take an active,
nonpolitical role in the advocacy process, that is, by promoting literacy and public
libraries in the community. Filing for tax-exempt status or incorporating requires the
assistance of a lawyer and entails regular paperwork to maintain a designation. The
library has a wide variety of books on incorporation and achieving tax-exempt status.
If your group wants to get involved in the political arena and support (or work against)
specific policies or candidates, this is not the path to take. For example, public libraries
that are 501(c)(3) organizations are prevented from taking an active role in elections or
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legislation campaigns (and one of the reasons libraries forbid petitions at the reference
desk). Your group may want to fill that void by actively lobbying for legislation that
benefits libraries and supporting candidates that are library advocates. If entering the
political arena and influencing voters are primary objectives, a 501(c)(3) is not for you.
A 501(c)(4) might work instead. This classification includes civic leagues and social
welfare groups. These groups can lobby and pursue political aims, but donations to
them are not tax deductible (although the organization itself is tax exempt).

Political Action Committees
If your organization wants to support and fund-raise for (or against) candidates and
legislation that affect libraries, it may want to consider forming a political action
committee (PAC). There are two kinds of PACs: connected (these are connected to
a specific organization or corporation and solicit donations only from members)
and unconnected. Single-issue and ideological campaigns generally fall under the
unconnected designation and can accept money from individuals, other PACs, and
organizations.
Groups wishing to form PACs to influence federal elections must register with
the Federal Election Commission and submit monthly reports of disbursements and
donations. Moreover, PACs operating within state or local elections must also adhere to
state guidelines. Check with your state’s board of elections for more information. As with
tax-exempt status, registering as a PAC requires the assistance of a lawyer and should
not be taken on lightly. If your organization would like to influence the political process
directly, but does not want to assume the legal responsibility of a PAC, then it should
consider supporting a local PAC that donates to candidates who support libraries.

Political Action Committees

Federal election campaign laws—www.fec.gov/law/feca/feca.pdf
Federal Election Commission’s FAQ on PACs—www.fec.gov/ans/answers_pac.shtml
New York State PAC law—www.elections.ny.gov/PAC.html

Keeping It Simple
Does all this information about PAC and incorporation make your head hurt? Then
feel free to shelve it. Return to it later—or don’t. The value in bypassing these formal
organizational designations is the freedom to act dynamically, to change strategies,
and to operate under the radar. Your organization may decide to leave fund-raising
to the library systems and friends-of-the-library groups that are set up to facilitate this
and to leave overt political action to the parties and PACs that already exist in your
community. You can still exert a lot of influence without the governmental formality.
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Many organizations have great campaigns, rallies, and success without filing any
paperwork at all. Try to get a feel for how much protection you think you might need
and how much of a full-time job you can afford to make this, and then go from there.

Defining Yourself to the Public
Once your group has done the essential foundational work of identifying your goals
and organizational structure, it is time to create a strategy for communicating your
organizational identity to the public and elected officials. A coherent and consistent
organizational identity is crucial to building public trust in your brand, speaking to
your target audience(s), assuming your desired role in the advocacy conversation, and
ultimately winning the fight for public libraries in your community.
Defining yourself to the public first requires that your group identify its target
audience(s). Target audience! “What do you mean?” you might be asking. “My target
audience includes elected and appointed decision makers and the voters they answer
to.” In this you are absolutely correct, but the reality is also a little more complex. Within
every community, there are myriad small interest groups and stakeholders that most
likely hold wildly divergent views on the ideal role of local government, appropriate tax
policy, and essential public services. Providing free access to information and addressing
the needs of youth, the poor, the unemployed, and members of other groups the library
serves may be more important to some people than to others. If an advocacy campaign
is to succeed, you must identify each group and formulate a strategy that addresses and
speaks to its concerns. Remember, your goal is to turn opponents into allies, no matter
how personally reprehensible you may find their political and ethical opinions. Every
community member is a potential library supporter. Every community member retains
the right to high-quality library service, whether he or she likes it or not.
It is essential that in determining your mission and organizational identity, you also
identify your group’s role in the advocacy conversation and stick to it. In the heat of the
campaign it is alarmingly easy to find yourself caught in a political quagmire between
competing interests and priorities. To keep library issues front and center and avoid
getting sucked into partisanship and infighting, we recommend that you articulate (if
only internally) your group’s role in the activism battle. If your primary goal is to get a
bond issue passed or to prevent library closures and layoffs, then speak to and organize
around those issues.
Who you are is just as important as what you will eventually do. Doing the necessary
work of identifying organizational identity, structure, mission, and goals will help you
when you sit down to plan an event, moderate a public meeting, write a press release,
talk to an elected official, or create community coalitions in support of library services.
In the following three chapters, we get down to the nitty-gritty of developing an activist
marketing strategy, maintaining healthy organizational relationships, building a
movement of allies, and hitting the streets to promote and defend public library services
in your community. You’ve made it to the trenches and dug in—now it’s time to go over
the top and engage.

9  

In dex

A

activism, ix–x, 4, 6, 28, 35,
37–38, 42
as fun, 41, 48
creative, 46
documenting, 48
and message, 11
tracking contact information,
14–15, 48
weathering criticism, 47–48
advocacy campaigns
decision-making process, 5–7
defining goals, 1, 4–5
funding structures, 1
identifying decision makers, 1
key dates, 2
leadership, 6
media contact person, 12
motivation, 4
organizational change, 6
organizational identity, 4, 9
organizational structure, 5, 7
social media, 20–25
website, 20–21, 49
advocacy, and librarian
professionalism (quality of
service), 3, 28, 49
archives, as advocates, 31
artists, local, as activists, 24
audience, target, 9

B

civil disobedience, 39
cloud service, 33
concerts, 44–45
constant advocacy model, 28,
48–49

D

demonstrations, 3, 39
difficult people, dealing with,
34, 44
Dropbox, 33
effigies, burning, 38
elected officials
as advocates, 29–30, 54
press secretary for, 30
elevator speech, 16
e-mail, 20–21, 33
e-mail marketing service, 21, 33
events, 37. See also concerts;
demonstrations; marches;
parties; protests; rallies;
read-in; 			
variety shows; vigils;
zombie march
disruptions, 41
postmortems, 47
setting the tone, 38–39
tracking volunteers, 55
Evernote, 33

F

banners and signs, 20
blogging, 19–21
budget cuts
for libraries, vii–ix, 34, 49
for other public
serviceproviders, 34
budget talks, timing, 2
Buffalo and Erie County Public
Library, 14
buttons, 20

Facebook, 13–14, 19–21, 24, 32, 46
Federal Election Commission, 8
501(c)3 and 501(c)4, 7–8
friends-of-the-library groups,
3–4, 7

C

H

Charlotte-Mecklenberg, NC,
zombie protests, 22

G

Google Docs, shared files, 15, 33
graphics, 23
guilt-tripping, 38–39
historical associations, as
advocates, 31

I

incorporation, 7
interviews, with the media,
17–18, 56

L

letter campaigns, 45–46
library activist groups,
independent, 27
library patrons, as activists, 40
library schools, as advocates,
30–31
library workers, as advocates, 30,
39–40
limited liability corporation. See
incorporation
logos, 19–20

M

marches, 37, 39, 43
marketing, 19–20
media contacts, relationships
with, 14–16
meetings, 6
message
connection to local
community, 12
crafting, 11
distilled to three or four main
points, 16
for varied circumstances and
timing, 12
online, 13
tailored to recipients, 16
microblogging, 21. See also
Facebook; Twitter
museums, as advocates, 31
MySpace, 14

N

National Lawyers Guild, 39
New York City, public library
systems, viii–ix, 3
New York Public Library,
“Ghostbusters” video, 22
news blogs, local, 18

61

I N D E X

62  

news cycle, timing, 17
nut jobs. See difficult people,
dealing with

O

organizational relationships,
maintaining, 32

P

parties, 43
petitions, 38–39, 45–46
political action committees (PAC),
7–8
political activity, in public-sector
workplaces, 3
political theater. See street theater
postcards, 38, 45–46
press releases, 16–17
print media, 18
professional organizations, as
advocates, 30–31, 40
protests, 42
public awareness, 1
public gatherings, local laws and
ordinances, 39
public libraries
boards of trustees, 29
core supporters, 27
privacy and photography
policies, 24

return on investment, 35
role in community, viii, x
role in education, 29
staffed by volunteers, 35
working with administration,
27–29
public library use, vii
public service providers, role in
an advocacy campaign, 38

R

radio interviews, 18
rallies, 37, 39, 42, 57
read-ins, 37, 41

S

school librarians, as advocates, 31
social media, 13–14, 19, 24
social networking, for group
communication, 32–33
speaking engagements, 45
specialty libraries, as
advocates, 40
state board of elections, 8
street art, 46
street theater, 24, 38, 46–47

T

tactical thinking, 4
tag lines, 19–20

television, 18
thank-you notes, 49
town meetings, 45
T-shirts, 20
Twitter, 13–14, 19–21

U

unions, 3, 30–31, 40
Urban Librarians Unite, viii–ix
24-Hour Read In, vii, ix, 23, 53
Hug the Library flyer, 52
zombie walk, 2, 58

V

variety shows, 44
video, 21–22
live, 22–23
vigils, 41

W

webcasting. See video, live

Y

YouTube, 21

Z

zombie march, 2, 41
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