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SHAPING THE MESSAGE

Library advocates must adapt to a changed and not
always sympathetic political and social environment.
Our elected officials need to understand the role of
libraries in the 21st century. Key messages include:

= the important federal and state leadership role in
library funding;

= the significance of libraries in policy issues ranging
from intellectual property to intellectual freedom;
and

= the relatively modest amount of federal and state
dollars that result in huge national benefits.

Framing the message

To be effective, library advocates must present
themselves as credible with a working knowledge
of the political process and their role in it. Library
advocates must be able to address library issues

in ways that transcend partisan politics, that
acknowledge economic realities, and that position
libraries as part of the solution to larger problems
such as those related to literacy, workforce produc-
tivity, and crime.

Examples:

= Libraries are cultural and economic assets. For
example, Illinois’ universities, four-year colleges,
and community colleges provide opportunities to
pursue post-secondary degrees and continuing
education for adults at all stages of their lives and
careers. Their libraries support these programs and

complement public library services and collections
in communities large and small throughout the
state. Everyone reaps the economic benefits of our
investments both in basic research and scholarship
and in an educated and highly-skilled workforce of
all ages that can function successfully in a dynamic
economy, which continuously requires new skills
and knowledge. By freely sharing their

collections with one another, libraries preserve

and promote our history and culture among
students and readers everywhere.

Libraries are community assets. Libraries are the
preeminent self-help organizations. Providing
access to information for poor, minority, immigrant,
and rural populations is a critical issue. Local
libraries are information resource centers for edu-
cation, employment, and recreation. Whether offer-
ing traditional formats, like books and periodicals,
or computer-linked databases, libraries serve the
whole community.

Kids are everybody’s tomorrow. Children are a
bipartisan issue, and much policy debate is
centered on the impact that legislation will have
on the next generation. Given the choice,

most parents would rather have their children
actively engaged with the many resources available
in a library than watching television or involved in
other less productive pastimes. Our role is to help
prepare children to live, work, and govern in the
21st century.
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DELIVERING THE MESSAGE

Whether you do it in person, by phone, or by letter,
communication is the key to being an effective advo-
cate. An advocacy campaign will likely use all of the
following methods.

Personal visits

Face-to-face discussion is the most effective means of
communication. It is essential to establishing a solid
working relationship if you and the legislator do not
already know each other — and it provides a useful
reminder of your existence if you are already
acquainted. Schedule a meeting when the governing
body is not in session — before pressure builds up.
Legislators usually have a district office, or even
better, invite them to your library! Visits on the local
level will often be more convenient or more productive
than in Washington or Springfield. Members of
Congress or the General Assembly return to their
districts periodically during recesses, on weekends,
and between sessions. Check with the district office
for a schedule.

Constituents are always welcome, but be sure to make
an appointment. Use the district office to make local
or Capitol appointments and get to know secretaries,
administrative assistants, and other staff. Call the
day ahead to confirm your appointment. Keep your
delegation — librarian, trustee, alumnus, dean,
Friend, or other supporter — small enough (3-4 peo-
ple) for an easy exchange of views. Leave your card
and any background materials, and follow up with a
written thank-you and any additional information.
Volunteer to help them with their informational needs.
How can you help that elected official?

The most important thing in an initial visit is to begin
building a base for an enduring relationship. Set three
basic goals:

1. Make sure they know who you are and what your
library does for their community.

2. Find out which staff members handle library issues
and who will be your on-going contact.

3. Convey your interest in their work, and let them
know what you want from them on a specific issue
or issues.

Telephone calls

Once you have established a relationship, telephone
calls are appropriate and easy. Regular contact with
staff is possible and desirable. Keep direct calls to the
legislator to a minimum. Gauge how far to push by the
reactions you receive. Remember, it is more difficult
for a legislator to temporize in a conversation than

by letter.

When to call:

= to ask support before a hearing or floor vote
= to ask for help with legislative colleagues

= to convey urgent local concerns

Letters

Letters are the fuel that power any legislative vehicle.
Letters are most effective when used in conjunction
with other personal contact. They elicit responses.
They represent votes. Each letter-writer is deemed

to represent several like-minded, if less highly
motivated, constituents.

Letters may be formal or informal, typewritten or
handwritten. They should be composed by you,

giving reasons for your position and giving the
legislator reasons to support it. If you are concerned
about a particular bill, cite it by number, sponsor,

and its title or subject. The address should read

The Honorable and the salutation should
be Dear Senator or Representative

Telegrams, mailgrams, electronic mail, fax
These are fast, easy ways to communicate with
policy makers when the need for action is critical.
Use Western Union’s nationwide toll-free telephone
number: 800-325-6000. Low rates are available.
Limit your use of faxes to short, urgent messages
and late-breaking information — don’t jam the
machine.

You can also send messages to Congress or the
General Assembly electronically via e-mail. Use e-mail
to inform your legislator of special library activities
and to voice your views. Unfortunately, not all legisla-
tive offices use e-mail regularly; follow up with a
letter. If you get a response by e-mail, make note of

it and be sure to use this form of communication
more frequently.

The media

Send a message through the media. Legislators
monitor their hometown media closely. Letters to

the editor and editorials supporting libraries, rallies,
and other events that get news coverage are likely
to be noticed by the legislator and his/her staff.

Be your own clipping service and send copies along
with a note. When writing or speaking with the media,
it is best not to target or mention a specific legislator
in a negative or derogatory manner. Be diplomatic
and nonspecific. If a legislator has been helpful, how-
ever, please compliment or praise that individual.
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= Know why you’re there.

Have a clear agenda. Tell the legislator what specific
legislation you want him or her to support. Legislators
can’t keep track of all pending legislation and when it
is scheduled. Make it easy for them to help you.

= Know what you don’t know.

Practice your presentation with at least one person
who is unfamiliar with your issues. They may point
out inconsistencies or ask questions about things
you’ve overlooked. This gives you an opportunity
to edit your message and answers before the
legislative visit.

= Know what to bring.

Bring your key policy statement, fact sheets, and other
materials that support your position. Keep paper to a
minimum — a one-page statement is best.

Talking the talk

Having a clear, focused message is critical to your suc-
cess. Make sure that everyone in your legislative dele-
gation supports the message.

= Be clear.

Deliver your key message in 50 words or less —
“We’re here today to urge you to vote in favor of
House Bill xxx. We believe its passage is critical if all
children are to learn the technology skills they need.”

= Be specific.

Have facts and figures handy, especially on libraries in
the legislator’s district. Be prepared to give examples
of how his/her constituents do/will benefit. This will
demonstrate your credibility to the legislator or staff

and add to your self-confidence. Keep this information
on pages in a tabbed binder for quick reference.

= Personalize the presentation.

Illustrate your points with examples of local library
programs that address specific needs in your
community. Share a personal story about how you
and your family have benefited from the library.

Tell how people in your community are finding jobs
and getting health information because of technologi-
cal innovations. Legislators may be against spending
in general, but will respond to particular programs.

= Keep your presentation brief.

Resist the temptation to tell the legislator everything
you know. Be prepared to answer questions. Have
back-up points ready in case there is more time.

= Know your priorities.

Choose four or five points that are most important.
Begin with the highest priority, in case the meeting
is interrupted.

= Put it in writing.
Bring an outline of your presentation and leave it with

the legislator/staff. Attach your card and write the
date and purpose of your visit on the back.

= Put it in context.

Connect your message to other important issues —
literacy training, crime prevention, a technologically-
skilled workforce. Use this opportunity to position
libraries as a broad-based community resource.

Rules for successful visits
= Be on time.

Legislators’ schedules are hectic. Appointments are

scheduled at frequent intervals — as often as every

quarter of an hour. If you miss your window, you will
not only lose the chance to talk, but send the wrong

message.

= Be a constituent.

Introduce yourself and identify your hometown. If you
bring a group, wear name tags. Bring a representative
or carry a personal message about the library in the
legislator’s hometown or community.

= Look the part.

It may be a long day of visits and you need to be alert
and look fresh for each one. Dress comfortably
and professionally.

= Be positive.

Choose representatives who genuinely value the
political process. Most legislators and staff are hard-
working, whether or not they agree with you on the

issues. Don’t convey negative attitudes about politics
or politicians.

= Stay focused.

It’s easy to chat about mutual acquaintances, your trip
to Washington or Springfield, or the weather, and find
your time has suddenly disappeared. Don’t allow your-
self to be distracted. On the other hand, if a legislator
shows a real interest in a particular issue, don't cut
him/her off just to make it through your list.
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= Remain calm — no matter what.

Don't let yourself be put on the defensive. If a legisla-
tor asks difficult questions about an issue such as
freedom of information in libraries, try saying, “This is
an important issue — could | quickly run through the
rest of these points and then come back to this so that
we can discuss it more fully? We’d like to get your
point of view.” Most legislators will accept this
approach. If he or she insists on proceeding, repeat
your message, and encourage the legislator or staff to
read the written materials you brought. Be positive,
diplomatic, and understanding of his or her point

of view.

= Don't get discouraged.

If the legislator is called away and a staff member
takes over the meeting, use the opportunity to become
better acquainted. Staff often have considerable influ-
ence. They generally write public statements and par-
ticipate in formulating the legislator’s policy positions.
A staff member can be your ambassador, too.

= Know when to stop.

Keep your presentation to the point. Be polite and
persistent, but don’t overstay your welcome.

= Be appreciative.

Express your thanks for past support, as well as
asking for help with current issues.

Feedback and follow up

= Say thank you.

Write a thank you letter as soon as you return home.
Include a personal memory about the meeting

and enclose additional information to drive home
your point.

= Share information.

Report on the visit to other library advocates to share
information and learn from each other. Remember to
send ILA a note of your visit and any valuable infor-
mation that you learn.

= Get connected.

Coordinate your efforts with ALA and ILA.

Subscribe to the ALA Library Advocacy Now! discus-
sion list and ILA discussion list. To subscribe to the
Illinois Library Association discussion list, send a
message to: majordomo@darkstar.rsa.lib.il.us. Leave
the subject line blank. In the message text, type “sub-
scribe Legisnet-IL” followed by your e-mail address.
You will receive a welcome message to the discussion
list when the subscription has been accepted. You can
also post information or pose a question to the
recipients of the list by sending a message to
legisnet-il@darkstar.rsa.lib.il.us. Any message that
is posted will go to all the discussion list subscribers.

Remain informed.

Check out the ILA Web site (www.ila.org).

The association posts and regularly updates the
following information on bills of interest to the library
community: bill number, sponsor, description, status,
and ILAS position.

= Stay in touch.

Look for ways to keep in touch with individual legisla-
tors. Keep writing letters. Inform them about develop-
ments at local libraries. Let them know about National
Library Week events. And, of course, keep them up to
date on pending library legislation.









WINNING LIBRARY CHAMPIONS

Don’t stop once you’ve established contact with a leg-
islator. This is a marathon, not a sprint. Turning legis-
lators into library champions takes more than a single
visit. Make time to develop a relationship — one
based on trust, respect, and positive feelings. Most
legislators welcome opportunities to meet and get to
know the people they represent. They also like to look
good in the eyes of their constituents. Anything you do
to help will be appreciated — and remembered.

What you can do

= Recognize officials for their contributions by pre-
senting them with a special award from the library
board or Friends of Libraries. Send a photo to the
local or campus newspaper. Also, post on the
library bulletin board.

= Provide them with photo opportunities. Invite them
to read stories to children at your school or library.
Publish photos in the library or school newsletter.
Alert local news media.

= Invite legislators to hold meetings or a “constituent
hour” in the local library.

= Stage a demonstration of new information technolo-
gy at the library so officials can see how their
constituents are benefiting — or, what they
are missing.

= Invite legislators to speak at a library dedication or
anniversary, National Library Week open house,
and other special events.

= Have students take legislators on a tour of the
school or campus library. Hold a question and
answer session with students. Make sure the
school newspaper covers it. Also invite
community media.

= Meet with state and federal legislators in their dis-
trict offices, as well as at the Capitol. Take every
opportunity to let them know about library issues.

= Get to know legislative staff members, especially
those with responsibilities for committees that
focus on library issues and funding.

Stop by to say hello or leave a message when you

are in the area, even if you don’t have an

official appointment.
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HELPFUL STATISTICS

The right statistics can be a powerful reinforcement
for your message. Too many statistics can overpower
it. Statistics can also become dated. The following
national and state examples are here for illustrative
purposes. When speaking, make sure that you have
the latest statistics from ALA, ILA, the lllinois State
Library, the Illinois School Library Media Association,
and your Illinois library system. You will also want to
make a list of key statistics for your library.

Support for Libraries
In 1998, Illinois public libraries reported total funding
of $516 million from the following sources:

Local government..........ccccveveveieeiesiece e 84%
STALE i %
Federal .....cooviiiice e 1%
(01 1< S 8%

(donations, fines, fees, grants, etc.)

Americans support libraries at the polls, voting “yes”
for 79 percent of library capital referenda. (1987-1998)

Forty million books and nearly one million videos and
films are available through Illinois libraries.

Kids and Libraries
An estimated 37 percent of public library visitors
are children.

Almost half of children ages 3 to 8 visit a library
each month.

Some 86 percent of public libraries offer preschool
storyhour and other programs for preschool and
kindergarten age children.

More than 80 percent of adults responding to a
Gallup Poll believe it is very important that the public
library be a “discovery and learning center” for
preschool children.

More than 42 million children, their parents, and care-
givers attend library programs each year.

More children participate in summer reading programs
at libraries than play Little League baseball.

School Libraries

There are approximately 98,311 school library media
centers — 77,218 in public schools and 20,951 in
private schools.

Research has shown that the highest achieving
students come from schools with good library
media centers.

Most school library media centers spend less than $7
a year per child on books — about half the average
cost of one hardcover book.

Students visit school library media centers some 2.3
billion times during the school year — more than
twice the number of visits to state and national parks.

There are nearly 2 million students in Illinois’ 908
public school districts. Ninety-one percent have access
to a school library media center. Unfortunately,

33 percent of lllinois schools do not have a library

or media specialist. Of the schools that do have library
staff, 32 percent are not certified as librarians

or teachers.

A study by the Illinois State Board of Education and
the North Central Regional Educational Laboratory
found that the annual budgets for almost 60 percent
of the school libraries in Illinois did not exceed
$5,000 each. The average spent on school libraries
was $8,600.

Americans spend five times as much on home video
games ($5.8 billion) as they do on school library
materials for their children.

Public libraries

Despite super bookstores, video stores, health clubs,
and home computers vying for attention, Americans
continue to use their public libraries in record
numbers, according to a 1998 poll conducted by

the Gallup Organization.

There are more public libraries — a total of 16,047,
including branches — than McDonald’s restaurants.

Americans check out more than 1.6 billion items from
libraries each year, an average of 6.5 items per capita.
In Hlinois, 80.7 million items were borrowed from
public libraries.

Americans make more than a billion visits to libraries
each year. Illinois residents make 55 million visits to
public libraries annually.

More than 6 of 10 adults (66 percent) use a public
library at least once a year.

About 81 percent of library users check out books.
More than half (52 percent) use computers to obtain
information they need. In Illinois, reference librarians
answer 16 million questions each year; 37 percent of
the inquiries are from children.

A poll conducted by the Gallup Organization found 90
percent of the public said libraries will continue to be
a necessary service despite the growing availability of
information through computers.
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