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When I became a library trustee in 2006 I realized I had a lot 
to learn. My long career at the UW-Green Bay in library and 
technology services did not really prepare me for being a pub-
lic library trustee.
 I had to learn about funding mechanisms, demographics, 
facility maintenance, community needs and service patterns, 
and POLITICS. In higher education the library was consid-
ered essential to the mission of  the university. In county gov-
ernment the public library is competing for funds with police 
and fire protection, roads, social services, etc. I have learned 

Advocating for our libraries is Job 1
a lot about the operations of  the public library over the years, 
but more importantly I have learned how important it is to 
be an advocate for the library at all times and in all places. In-
deed, advocacy is Job 1 for library trustees!
 Politically astute promotion and public relations must be 
ongoing activities for library trustees and library supporters. 
Don’t wait until you have a building project. Build your rela-
tionships now and continue to make new connections as com-
munity leaders change over time. Here are some simple steps 
you can follow.

 ✔ Identify influential people in your service area—This 
includes the mayor, city council, county officials, princi-
pals, school board members, superintendents, business 
leaders, chamber of  commerce members, community or-
ganization leaders, day care center directors, state legisla-
tors, and anyone else you can think of  who might have an 
interest in or be able to help you promote the library.

 ✔ Invite them to the library—Persons in public office love 
events that provide positive public exposure. It could be 
a dedication ceremony, a community forum, a meet and 
greet, or anniversary celebration. You could also do a 
behind-the-scenes tour for council members so they under-
stand there is more to the library than the circulation desk.

 ✔ Show up at their events—You have already made the 
connection so ask that you be put on the mailing list for 
special events. Show up and re-introduce yourself. It will 
surprise you how many of  the same leaders show up at the 
same events. You will also make new contacts, as people 
introduce you to their friends. It really works! Have your 
library business card handy.

 ✔ Have your talking points ready. Don’t lecture; make it 
a conversation. Pay attention to their body language 
and what piques their interest—Talk about what the 
library is doing to support the community. Here are some 
examples you can use. “Studies show that children who 
are read to prior to kindergarten enter school ready to 
learn and are far ahead of  children who do not have a 
book rich environment. The public library is the ONLY

—please see Advocating for libraries on page 2

Denise leaves SCLS for DPI
Denise Anton Wright will be the new Public Library Ad-
ministration Consultant at the Department of  Public In-
struction’s Division for Libraries 
and Technology. She will begin 
her duties at the DPI on Mon-
day, March 17.
 Denise has worked as the 
Public Library Administration 
Consultant for the South Central 
Library System (SCLS) since 
February 2012. Prior to that she 
worked as director of  the New 
Glarus Public Library, a position 
she began in August 2004. She also worked seven years 
as the library development consultant for the Alliance Li-
brary System in Illinois, and earlier as Children’s Services 
Librarian for the former Corn Belt Library System. She 
also worked as a reference librarian at Illinois State Uni-
versity, and served for five years as a public library trustee 
in Bloomington, Illinois. 
 Thanks for all your hard work Denise, and best of  luck 
at DPI. Denise’s last day at SCLS will be March 7. v
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SCLS staff contacts: 
For more information about Wisconsin library law, trustee 
responsibilities, or library administration, or if  you have 
questions about library advocacy, marketing, or printing 
Trustee Essentials, please contact Mark Ibach, SCLS Con-
sulting Services Coordinator, at (608) 246-5612 or 
mibach@scls.lib.wi.us. v

place in town that offers thousands of  books for pre-
schoolers, story times and resources for parents that will 
help them help their children to succeed, and that is free 
and open to any member of  the community.” “Libraries 
provide business resources, internet access and incubator 
space for business start-ups.” “Everyday job seekers come 
into our library to use our computers and internet access. 
Today most jobs are only posted online and without com-
puter access people have no chance to better themselves.” 
Don’t forget to talk about how the taxpayers are getting 
a really good deal. “Libraries are one of  the most cost ef-
fective government services. The annual per capita cost to 

support the library is less than the cost of  taking a family 
of  four to ONE movie per year.” Have some numbers 
handy that show the value to the community, such as the 
number of  book check-outs, e-book downloads, database 
searches, library visits, program attendance. Use the big-
gest numbers you have. Talk about how technology is used 
to improve cost efficiency.

 ✔ Keep the conversation going—Send a thank you note 
and reiterate how much you appreciate their support. 
Send them updates on library statistics and programs that 
interest them. Most of  them are parents or grandparents 
and children’s programs will resonate. 

 I believe that libraries will be around for a long, long time 
because of  the value they bring to our communities. However, 
we trustees must be politically smart and tell the story to those 
who can help support our libraries. Think of  your govern-
ment officials as your “major donors” and treat them as your 
partner in making the public library strong and vibrant for the 
community. Build strong relationships with your community 
leaders who can help advocate for library funding and sup-
port. Good luck! v
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