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Introduction

The ghost of a long-dead baseball player whispered a simple phrase to Ray Kinsella in the movie “Field of Dreams”—“If you build it, they will come.” If only that was true when it came to successfully marketing your library’s programs!
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How thoroughly local media promotes your library programs is influenced by weekly advertising content, local breaking news, high school sports team tournament play, changes in media ownership or staff members, and a myriad of other unforeseen issues. Therefore, my first word of advise to successfully market your programs is to never take a breath, never rest, and never assume an event or program will be publicized. The competition is too great, and the media space too valuable—whether it’s newspaper column inches or radio or television airtime.

It wasn’t too long ago that libraries were essentially “media free” zones. Most news stories dealt with a new library director or the millionth acquisition. Today, libraries deal with issues as diverse as copyright and intellectual property rights, censorship, federal legislation like the Patriot Act and the Children’s Internet Protection Act, free access to materials, literacy, and public access to information technology resources. Then there are your own publicity needs around the programs you sponsor and the resources you provide.

The end result is that libraries today have a better opportunity than ever to help shape policy and public opinion, but also more of a challenge when it comes to successfully marketing themselves and their programs. Too often the library itself, rather than its programs, is the news. To balance out this recent shift in coverage, libraries must work continuously to nurture a positive working relationship with their local media.

This won’t guarantee you’ll avoid a scenario of no coverage—or no negative coverage—but it’s the best hope you have to tell your library’s story and promote its programs to the greater community. The benefits of good press can be extraordinarily rewarding, but this good press—or successful marketing of your programs—can only come about through diligence and hard work.
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News coverage can increase attendance at library programs, increase the number of library visitors and circulation, and bring recognition to employees whose hard work would otherwise go unnoticed. Depending on the issue and the position you adopt, it can place your library in a position of influence and power. Finally, it can support fundraising appeals or help a library director or employee become a solid source for future stories on related issues.
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I believe it was Marlene Dietrich who said, “I don’t care what you write about me, as long as you spell my name correctly.”

Whether press is intended or unintended, positive or negative, depends in large part on the way you choose to work with your local media—in other words, the success you experience. You may never be the best of friends, but understanding the media and the demands upon the profession can significantly influence your ability to get your message out.

It’s also important to understand what is newsworthy. We’ll talk a little later about some simple steps you can take to better understand what will be covered, and also how to package your information to enhance your chances that it will be used.

There are two critical points I want to mention now, and I’ll talk more about them later.
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The first is that you should always strive to provide reporters with a complete news package. They should never have to call your library to get answers to basic questions—by basic I mean times, dates, program locations, target audience, contact information, and some basic quotes.

Second, be very aware of media deadlines and schedules. The simple act of calling with trivial matters when they’re on deadline can derail your future efforts to tell your story.

It’s important to remember that there is no magic advice that will guarantee you success when marketing your library programs. It will be different in each community, and different as you deal with different media outlets within your community. However, there are some efforts you can undertake to help ensure that your library’s programs are successfully marketed within your community.
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The booklet I’m handing out contains a number of information sheets and checklists that may be helpful as you work to improve your relationship with your local media. I want to go through these and expand upon some of the information I’ve provided.

1. Reasons Your Press Release May Get Tossed

2. Press Release Contents

3. Activity Planning Checklist & Promotion Suggestions

4. Photographic Considerations When Planning Activities

5. Tips for Taking Good Photographs

6. Sample Media Permission Slip

7. Sample Media Permission Language

8. Resources
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Conclusion

I hope these materials help you better prepare for your interactions with local media. I haven’t even talked about how to prepare for an interview or deal with controversial subjects, but that information is covered in some of the resources. I’d encourage you to download the files and create a binder with these various materials.

As you’ll notice, the resource page also includes links to library advocacy materials. I did this because I think it is unwise to ignore the potential windfall of goodwill that can be obtained by using your positive working relationship with the media to advocate for the library. These materials give you tips that you can use as you work with the media to promote your programs and activities.

I’ll talk more about this later today, but you should take every effort to talk about the incredible value the library provides to the community, and make sure that each press release contributes in a positive way to the overall public perception of the library. Library advocacy is too often viewed only as talking with state legislators or local elected officials. That is only one aspect of advocacy—and really the end result of a lot of hard work.

Slide 8

Advocacy should permeate all of our information dissemination efforts—whether we call it marketing, public relations, or news. It should all contribute to a larger plan of keeping the mission of the library at the forefront of the public consciousness.

