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Abstract 

 
While academic librarians have long engaged in marketing, it has typically been in the 
limited sense of promotion and advertising. Application of the marketing concept, with 
the realization of a marketing orientation as a long term goal, redirects the library to 
actively seek out user needs and then to design and provide services and resources 
that will meet those needs. When fully realized, marketing is a bidirectional process in 
which user needs are determined, services developed, and feedback obtained to 
assess how effectively the library has addressed the needs. This eliminates the 
necessity to “sell” services, allowing the library to spend the majority of its efforts on 
further innovation. The article provides an explanation of the marketing concept and 
orientation contrasted with the much more common production orientation. The 
concepts are illustrated through models and a description of the marketing effort as it 
has developed in the W. Frank Steely Library at Northern Kentucky University.  
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Despite numerous library conferences that include the word marketing in 
their titles, it should be fairly clear that librarians do not market and that 
they never have marketed. Marketing—at least from the perspective of 
management practice—is a destabilizing process of creating in the client 
an awareness for a need of which that client may be totally ignorant. 
Indeed, that need may be served only after that hunger for a product or a 
service has been awakened. (White, 2000, p. 225) 

 
Librarians have long been interested in marketing as a way to increase use of their 
services. That interest dates back to the 19th and early 20th centuries, when the modern 
American library took form. Despite librarians’ enthusiasm, they often did not fully 
understand the marketing concept. As in 1910, when one library advertised its services 
through leaflets placed in laundry bags (Renborg, 1997), it is probably safe to say that 
most librarians would consider marketing to be synonymous with promotion and 
advertising (Kies, 1987, p. 5).  
 
In fact, promotion and advertising are marketing functions. While both have a definite 
place within a comprehensive marketing effort, by themselves they simply serve to sell 
whatever service the library has already chosen to provide. In the library context, selling 
refers to efforts to increase usage rather than to stimulate a monetary transfer.  
Perhaps due to their limited understanding of the marketing concept, many librarians 
have seen it in a negative light. John Cotton Dana, a library pioneer, “horrified some of 
his more staid library colleagues by using a billboard to advertise [his] library” (Renborg, 
1997). This “horror” of marketing persists to the present day. In a 2007 survey, one 
school librarian commented: “‘I believe very deeply that libraries offer information, not 
entertainment . . . Glitzy marketing has no place in a serious intellectual setting” (Parker, 
Kaufman-Scarborough & Parker, 2007, p. 331).  
 
This aversion to marketing has led some librarians to eschew it altogether, taking an “if 
we build it, they will come” approach to the development of library collections and 
services. When users fail to flock to their offerings, these librarians shake their heads in 
disbelief and wonder at the ignorance of their users. Since few users of academic 
libraries have the time (or desire) to aggressively seek out new library services and 
information sources, they remain unaware and may become dissatisfied with perceived 
library deficiencies. This is dangerous in an era in which the academic library faces 
increasing competition and financial pressures from both on and off campus.  
 
In his observation at the head of this article, White (2000) seems to suggest that 
marketing is about creating needs. Rather, it is about identifying needs, some of which 
may not be self-apparent to the user. Identifying and meeting user needs will help 
libraries to create services that do not have to be sold. The effective application of 
marketing techniques through implementation of the marketing concept is a strategy 
with strong potential to reverse negative--and build positive--perceptions of value 
among users and university/college administrators.  
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Towards a Marketing Orientation 
 
One hundred years after the early pioneers’ efforts at library marketing, many librarians 
are still figuratively sticking flyers in laundry bags or putting up billboards to promote 
products and services. Our promotional materials may be more sophisticated and we 
may use advanced electronic tools to create and transmit the message, but the object is 
the same: to draw users toward underutilized services that we have designed based on 
our professional perceptions of their needs. 
 
Like most organizations, libraries operate under a production orientation. In the library 
context, this means that information resources or services are offered based on tradition 
or on librarians’ estimations of the needs of their clientele. The library then tries to 
persuade users of their value (Perreault, Cannon, & McCarthy, 2008, p.16) and to build 
usage through promotion or advertising techniques.  
 
In contrast, when a library aims all of its efforts at satisfying user needs, we say that it 
operates under the marketing concept (Perreault et al., 2008, p. 16). If a library tries to 
fully carry out the marketing concept, that is, by determining real and perceived user 
needs and then developing services to meet those needs, it is operating under a 
marketing orientation (Perreault et al., 2008, p. 16). Marketing orientation focuses on 
the user, employs market research to identify competitors and user needs, supports 
continuous information-gathering, and fosters coordination and involvement among all 
of its functional units (Cravens & Piercy, 2009, pp. 4-5). Promotion and advertising are 
then used to increase awareness.  
 
A more fully defined implementation of the marketing concept promises not only to 
increase the perceived value and usage of library services, but to change the manner in 
which we develop them. Under this implementation, marketing is understood as a 
holistic and bidirectional process which allows librarians to determine user needs and 
then to meet those needs by offering targeted products and services. The library places 
its focus on users, collaborating with them to create new products and services that are 
truly wanted and needed. As Drucker (1974) states, “Ideally, marketing should result in 
a customer who is ready to buy. All that should be needed then is to make the product 
or service available, i.e., logistics rather than salesmanship…” (pp. 64-65). 
 
Librarians have been particularly slow to adopt this broader concept of marketing. Even 
those who have moved toward a marketing orientation are apt to slide back toward a 
production orientation from time to time. For example, a library might be researching 
user needs to develop services but may then slide toward a production orientation by 
limiting hours on nights and weekends based on employee perceptions or desires rather 
than the expressed needs of users. This was possible in an era when there was little 
alternative access to expensive and rare information sources and when most of those 
resources were in physical form. Libraries served as gatekeepers and controlled when 
and how users could gain access to information resources. With the shift to networked 
electronic resources and the rise of competitors, academic libraries can no longer 
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control access as firmly as in the past. Any attempt to dictate or restrict the terms of 
access can push users to our competitors.  
 
Marketing Defined 
 
The American Marketing Association provides the following definition of marketing on its 
website1: “Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 
communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, 
clients, partners, and society at large.” Marketing is a function unto itself, arguably as 
important to the library as cataloging or reference services. If users are unaware of our 
offerings--or more importantly, the potential value provided by our offerings--they will not 
use them and our offerings may as well not exist.  
 
Successful marketing creates a bidirectional process that includes the collection of 
information from users to determine their needs, which then guide the library as it 
develops and provides services. Once services are available, the library takes steps to 
make users aware of them through promotion and advertising. Promotion and 
advertising take their proper place, being used to build awareness and stimulate 
demand for the services.  
 
An early and prescient example of this approach to marketing as a bidirectional process 
for advancing the cause of the library is described in an 1876 Library Journal article 
written by Samuel Swet Green, one of American librarianship’s pioneers. Green 
advocated the use of close communication with readers to shape library collections. He 
felt that this would help the librarian to “find out what books the actual users of the 
library need” and improve judgment “in regard to the kind of books it is best to add to” 
the collection (Green, 1876, p. 78) instead of placing the focus “on the librarian’s desire 
to force classics on unwilling readers and build up a storehouse of the world’s 
knowledge” (Kies, 1987, p. 18). Green’s understanding of the marketing concept was 
well ahead of his time. He clearly saw marketing as a bidirectional process that allowed 
users to direct the development of services and understood the advocacy role that can 
be served by library employees who appear responsive to user needs.  
 
Delivery and exchange of value are the major goals of the marketing process. This is as 
true for the library as it is for Proctor and Gamble. In the business world, funds are 
exchanged for value received. In academia, a high level of usage and satisfaction with 
the library justifies continued and/or increased financial support from the institution’s 
upper administration, donors, and/or granting agencies. Anemic usage and low 
satisfaction can be used to justify cuts in allocations.  
 
Matching Organizational Structure to the Marketing Concept 
 
A good first step in preparing to implement the marketing concept is to develop or 
review the library’s strategic plan. Up-to-date and relevant mission and vision 
statements, a thorough SWOT (Strengths/Weaknesses/Opportunities/Threats) analysis, 

                                                           
1
 See http://www.marketingpower.com/AboutAMA/Pages/DefinitionofMarketing.aspx 

http://www.marketingpower.com/AboutAMA/Pages/DefinitionofMarketing.aspx
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and well thought-out goals and objectives are all necessary prerequisites for the next 
step, the creation of a marketing plan. The marketing plan operationalizes the goals 
articulated in the strategic plan. As Fisher and Pride (2006) state, the strategic plan is 
the “blueprint that shows the difference your library seeks to make in the lives of its 
stakeholders,” (p. 6) and the marketing plan describes the means of bringing that 
difference about. In the case of the strategic plan of the W. Frank Steely Library (Steely 
Library) at Northern Kentucky University (NKU), marketing is a separate item in our list 
of key action areas, under which it is stated that “marketing…must be fully integrated 
into the planning and operations processes.” Establishing a marketing orientation is the 
subject of two goals within that key action area, with the object of increasing awareness, 
improving communications, and increasing perceptions of value among users (Steely 
Library, 2009).  
 
To support and coordinate the library’s marketing effort, an organizational structure is 
needed. One solution favored by many academic libraries is to create a marketing team, 
PR committee, or publicity committee, or to assign an individual to serve as the 
Marketing or PR Officer. The group or individual is charged with the creation of 
promotional campaigns, materials, and events to sell new services or to increase usage 
of ongoing services.  
 
Figure 1 illustrates the marketing structure formerly in place in Steely Library at NKU. 
This structure reflects the traditional assumption that marketing = advertising/promotion 
through the existence of a PR Committee, which promoted library services as requested 
by operational units. The structure describes two output streams: services/products 
provided to users and promotional efforts carried out by the PR Committee. The flow of 
information travels in a single direction from the library to the user.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Traditional Library Marketing Structure Based on the Assumption That Mar-
keting Equals Advertising/Promotion 
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Figure 2 illustrates Steely Library’s revised marketing structure. Reflecting our 
implementation of the marketing concept, the new model incorporates a bidirectional 
information flow, acknowledging that the central tenet of the marketing concept is a 
focus on user needs as a basis for the creation of services. The structure is designed to 
seek input from users, build user awareness, and solicit feedback to evaluate the 
library’s performance in effectively meeting needs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Model Library Structure Emphasizing the Transformative Bidirectional 
Information Flow Necessary for a Full Realization of the Marketing Orientation 
 
 
The basic structure depicted in Figure 1 continues to exist within the expanded structure 
described in Figure 2; however, the PR Committee, which resided outside of the formal 
structure of the library, has been replaced with two work teams: the Marketing Work 
Team (MWT) and the Assessment Work Team (AWT). While each team addresses a 
specific need within the library, the two teams work closely together on various projects 
and tasks. Each team has a liaison to the other to better coordinate efforts. 
 
Use of the phrase “Work Team” is purposeful, signifying that the teams are more than 
temporary committees or ad hoc task forces. They are positioned as a part of the 
permanent structure with membership representative of the entire library. Both work 
teams report to the library’s chief executive to ensure that they convey an overall 
message that is consistent and is representative of the library as a whole. Without the 
direct oversight of the library’s chief executive officer, marketing becomes splintered 
and unfocused (Kies, 1987, p. 84), potentially dragged from issue to issue by the needs 
or whims of the operational units of the library.  
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The primary goals of the Marketing Work Team were seen as:  
 

 Identifying the audiences that Steely Library serves, and their needs, through 
identification of target audiences, conducting market research, and by 
encouraging professional development opportunities for Steely employees. 

 Establishing Steely Library’s identity as better defined and recognizable by 
internal and external audiences through internal planning, adoption of a brand 
identity, and creation of an integrated, consistent plan for external marketing 
efforts.  

 Increasing user awareness of Steely Library’s resources and services by 
establishing promotional channels for target audiences, realigning the liaison 
program, increasing awareness of the library’s webpage, and establishing a 
consistent marketing and communication strategy among library service areas. 

 Empowering all library personnel (students, faculty, and staff) to serve as both 
formal and informal advocates for Steely Library (Steely Library Marketing Work 
Team, 2009, p. 2). 

To support these goals, the structure in Figure 2 adds important communication 
channels between library and user and between functional units. Focusing on the left 
side of the figure, a feedback loop has been added to create a circuit between the MWT 
and the library’s users representing the data flow created through market research 
activities as user needs are assessed. This could include data from focus group 
sessions, feedback from the Suggestion Box, or responses to library surveys. Data 
gathered through this function is processed and passed on to the library administrative 
and operational units. They, in turn, use this information to shape the development of 
collections and creation of services. The new resources and services then drive 
promotional efforts that are coordinated through the MWT. 
 
The Marketing Work Team (MWT) interacts with the Assessment Work Team (AWT) in 
various ways. At the far right side of Figure 2, a feedback loop between the library’s 
users and the AWT is depicted. This represents the process of assessing the library’s 
degree of success in meeting the needs of its users. As with the MWT, the AWT obtains 
data that provide information to the library administration and functional units. Data can 
include traditional output measures, focus group responses, and survey data. Data are 
shared with the MWT. The MWT then combines this data with its own market research 
to obtain a better understanding of user needs, the library’s success in meeting those 
needs with existing services, and whether modifications or new services are needed.  
 
The horizontal arrows at the center of Figure 2 indicate a bidirectional information flow 
and collaboration between the two work teams. An example of a project that requires 
close collaboration between the two teams is the periodic administration of the 
LibQual+TM service quality assessment tool. In Steely Library’s most recent 
administration of LibQual+TM, the AWT coordinated the process of administering the 
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instrument while the MWT provided a strong promotional effort to increase user 
participation in the survey.  
 

 
 

Figure 3. Number of LibQual+TM Respondents by Year Administered 

 
As can be seen in Figure 3, the results of the joint effort were impressive. While the 
survey was promoted in former years, in 2011 the MWT segmented the audience and 
created a coordinated campaign to build awareness of the survey and its importance. 
The MWT generated print and electronic publicity using different techniques to target 
each group. Most importantly, library employees left the building to engage with 
potential respondents in their own environs. This focused approach provided enhanced 
response value from the survey results in 2011 compared to those of previous years 
and the objectives of the first goal were significantly addressed. 
 
Further benefits from the collaboration between the AWT and MWT occurred as they 
analyzed data from their unique perspectives. The AWT approached the LibQual+TM 
data from the perspective of assessing the impact and success of services in meeting 
user needs. The MWT mined the data to determine the need for new services. The 
results were then quickly distributed to the library’s functional units. 
 
The MWT followed up with a market research project conducted in partnership with a 
marketing class in the Haile College of Business at NKU. The research project provided 
confirmation of many of the results observed in the LibQual+TM data and gave excellent 
feedback on areas where the library could better meet user needs. 
 
The MWT’s second goal, projecting a stronger and better defined identity, has also 
been realized. In partnership with the University’s Marketing and Communications 
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Department, the group has developed a set of specifications for a common look, feel, 
and brand identity for the library’s promotional print materials. A design family using 
distinct color, layout, and font was created. The MWT is working with the library’s 
functional units to redesign materials to fit the new design family.  
 
The third goal is partially realized. The group is vetting the new promotional materials to 
ensure consistency and clarity of message while ensuring that materials from all units of 
the library match our overall mission and vision. That effort is well under way. The 
University has recently undergone a complete redesign of all webpages and the MWT is 
addressing the need to build awareness of its new features. An area that has not yet 
been addressed is the need to redesign and strengthen our liaison program. As our 
collection development techniques have changed, the role of the liaison program has 
also shifted. The creation of a new model is an upcoming priority.  
 
The existence of a team or committee assigned to handle marketing does not relieve 
other members of the library staff of the need to participate in the marketing process. 
While there are special promotional projects that the team manages, its function is 
mainly to coordinate the marketing efforts of the library’s individual functional units. As 
Green (1876) believed over a century ago, it is important that everyone in the library be 
involved in marketing the organization. To meet the fourth goal of empowering 
employees to better advocate for the library, the MWT provides centralized support and 
coordination of promotional efforts. This includes consulting with individuals and units to 
help craft messages. The Marketing Work Team also coordinates efforts to ensure that 
individuals and units are not acting at cross-purposes with each other or with the library 
as a whole.   
 
Progress to Date: Good But Not Perfect 
 
While the new structure has changed the ways in which we look at data collection, 
create new services, and promote ongoing operations, it is a work in progress. At this 
stage, it would be most accurate to say that Steely Library is progressing in its 
implementation of the marketing concept with the realization of a marketing orientation 
as a long-term goal. 
  
While the AWT and MWT have collaborated on projects, such as LibQual+TM, for the 
most part they have continued to work mainly in their own areas of concentration, i.e., 
marketing and assessment. Hopefully, this will change over time as the two work teams 
accomplish their initial goals. Once publications have been improved and assessment 
data has been standardized, it is hoped that the two teams will begin working more 
closely to share data and partner on projects of joint interest.  
 
One thing that should facilitate progress toward this end is the development of new 
strategic and marketing plans. NKU as a university is currently undergoing a major 
strategic planning process with the arrival of a new president. When the University’s 
strategic direction is more defined, the Library will conduct its own planning process. 
The Steely Library’s new strategic plan will be developed with a focus on more 
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effectively integrating marketing into our structure and facilitating the creation of a new 
marketing plan. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Developing a true marketing orientation is a long process. In the present economic 
environment, few academic libraries can follow the lead of the University Library System 
at the University of Pittsburgh which hired a Pittsburgh marketing firm to develop its 
marketing plan (Wood, Miller, & Knapp, 2007, pp. 26-27). However, as academic 
libraries, we function as parts of large, diverse organizations that provide unique 
capabilities and skills that can be applied to the problem of developing and 
implementing a marketing plan. Take advantage of the expertise of management and 
marketing professors and their classes. Do not overlook your institution’s marketing and 
communications unit as a source of expertise and assistance.  
 
Most importantly, do not let perfect get in the way of good. As Perrault, Cannon, and 
McCarthy point out, organizations do move back and forth between production and 
marketing orientations (2008, p. 16). The key is to avoid remaining in a production 
orientation for a long period. That road is a dead end. By understanding the marketing 
concept and setting a realization of the marketing orientation as a goal, the library will 
place itself on a path to growth and improvement. 
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