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Executive Summary 
 
Governments at local, state and federal levels are focused on strengthening 
communities through the provision of increased education and training 
opportunities, workforce development and local economic growth. 
 
Public libraries’ tangential contributions to the economic health of their 
communities, and the excellent return on investment for ratepayers and taxpayers 
alike, have been well documented. 
 
In recent times sustained economic stresses have had a major impact on many 
communities, particularly small business.  
Victorian public libraries’ contribution to economic health is well documented. This 
framework aims to help libraries increase that contribution through direct 
participation in local economic development. That participation should take the 
form of active support of small business and local government. A comprehensive list 
of recommendations and successful case studies is provided. 
 
The successful implementation of these recommendations will contribute to an 
evidence base to be submitted to the Public Libraries Victoria Network. The PLVN 
can advocate for partnerships and cross-promotion of library services and resources 
with Business Victoria and the Department of Planning & Community Development. 
 
This is a time of redefinition for public libraries, and new service frontiers are 
opening up constantly. It is in our interest, and that of our communities, to explore 
them. 
 
 
 
 
 

“Our mission is to support the community, 
so if local small businesses prosper, the 
community prospers, and the library does 
well. It’s a very symbiotic relationship”. 
Sonya Durney, Portland Public Library 
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Introduction 
 
 
Governments at local, state and federal levels are focused on strengthening 
communities through the provision of increased education and training 
opportunities, workforce development and local economic growth.  
 
Sustained economic stresses including high unemployment rates have had a major 
impact on many communities. 
 
Public libraries’ tangential contributions to the economic health of their 
communities, and the excellent return on investment for ratepayers and taxpayers 
alike, have been well documented elsewhere1.  
 
 
What this framework intends to achieve is to: 
 

1.   Assist individual library services to determine the level of small business 
support they can offer, and encourage them to contribute directly to 
economic development through the active support of small business and 
local government. Successful cases of business/local government outreach 
will form the evidence base for PLVN’s case to State government. 
 

2.   Persuade the Public Libraries Victoria Network to approach Business Victoria 
and the Department of Planning & Community Development with the aim of 
establishing a formal partnership between those departments and Victorian 
public libraries.  

 

 
 

“Small business accounts for almost half 
of employment in the private non-
financial sector and over a third of 
production” 
Reserve Bank of Australia, May 2012  

                                                           
1
 ‘Libraries Building Communities’ study (2005) & ‘Dollars, Sense & Public Libraries’ report (2011) 

http://www2.slv.vic.gov.au/about/information/publications/policies_reports/plu_lbc.html
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/dollars-sense-public-libraries-summary-report_1.pdf
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Scope & Definitions: 
 
The framework was developed as a practical guide for library staff targeting 
outreach activities to the following groups:  

 Start-ups - Companies in the first stage of their operations ( 1-3 years old) 

 Microenterprises - Business enterprises of five or fewer people. This includes 
owner-operated businesses and businesses operated from home. 

 Existing small businesses 

 Council Economic Development Units. 
 
The following definitions and concepts were used in the development of this 
framework: 
 

 Small business: A privately owned enterprise, employing less than 20 people. 

 Home-grown/home based: A business whose primary office is in the owner's 
home. 

 Embedded librarians: Embedded librarianship is a distinctive innovation that 
moves the librarians out of libraries and creates a new model of library and 
information work. It emphasizes the importance of forming a strong working 
relationship between the librarian and a group or team of people who need 
the librarian’s information expertise. 

 Economic development: Any activity that raises real incomes, thereby offering 
new hope and expandable opportunities for people, communities and 
enterprises2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“Public libraries can provide start-ups with 
the informational edge usually enjoyed 
only by large corporations” 
 

  

                                                           
2
Miele, T. & Welch, N. (1995). "Libraries as Information Centers for Economic Development. p.18 



Shared Leadership Project 2012  Libraries Mean Business: A Framework   

7 

 

Libraries & Economic Development 
 
 
Why small business is everyone’s business 
 
 
Small businesses are the linchpin in the Australian economy. They account for 
“almost half of employment in the private non-financial sector and over a third of 
production”3. According to the Reserve Bank of Australia: 

“around 95 per cent of the 2 million actively trading businesses in 
Australia in 2011 were small businesses”4, with two thirds having no 

employees, and a quarter having up to 4 employees. 
 
This sector has been hardest-hit by the global economic downturn of 2008, showing 
slower rates of recovery than medium or large enterprises.  Additionally, 
microenterprises and small businesses have the highest rates of entry and exit5 in 
the Australian economy.  
 
A vibrant small business base is critical to a healthy community overall, particularly 
as economic and physical development often go hand in hand6.  
Supporting small business is vital; and public libraries, in collaboration with local 
Councils, are in a strong position to do exactly that. 
 
 
Why your library service should support small business 
 
 
Outreach, partnerships, and advocacy are the catchcries of modern public libraries 
the world over.  
 
Playing a key role in supporting small business, and establishing links between local 
government departments and community groups fulfils the first two aims.  
 
The positive results of libraries’ hard work and networking with Council and business 
groups will help create library advocates in the community, and raise awareness of 
the services and resources on offer. 
 
An increased return on investment for digital and physical library collections should 
also become evident, as usage increases to meet the information needs of a new 
demographic. 
 
 

                                                           
3 Connolly et al (2012, May). Small Business: An Economic Overview, p.1 
4 Ibid., p.3 
5
 Ibid., p.6 

6 The Urban Libraries Council (2007). Making Cities Stronger: Public Library Contributions to Local 
Economic Development, p.21 
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Sonya Durney, from Portland Public Library says it best: “Our mission is to 
support the community, so if local small businesses prosper, the 
community prospers, and the library does well. It’s a very symbiotic 
relationship”7. 
 
It is important to note that every library can implement at least 50% of this 
framework’s recommendations (see p.13) without committing extra funding to 
staffing and resources. In most cases, outreach to Council and local business can 
comfortably be implemented by existing staff tapping into existing resources. 
 
How do we know this? Over a four month period, our project team conducted 
research, created promotional materials and surveys, interviewed Council staff and 
local businesspeople, refreshed collections, and delivered targeted presentations on 
library services and resources. These tasks were accomplished within our existing 
roles, and in the context of our individual library service’s needs.  
 
The project team’s library service areas spanned urban and suburban Melbourne, 
and regional Victoria. For that reason, our local industries, staff structure, and 
resources also varied enormously (see p.1). In spite of our areas’ diverse geographic 
and economic backgrounds, our research quickly produced a coherent theme. First, 
local government departments and local businesses expressed similar information 
needs. Second, there is a significant lack of awareness of library services and 
business resources across local government and the business community. 
 
 
How libraries can support small business 
 
According to the Local Government Act 1989, Councils have a responsibility to:  

 Promote the social, economic and environmental viability and sustainability 
of the municipal district, and 

 Ensure that resources are used efficiently and effectively and services are 
provided in accordance with the Best Value Principles to best meet the needs 
of the local community. 

 
Through collaboration with economic development units, business incubators and 
traders associations, public libraries can markedly increase the impact of local 
government efforts, by providing start-ups with the informational edge usually 
enjoyed only by large corporations: 
 

 Expert, customised research to businesses of any size, life-stage or industry – 
usually free or at a very low cost 

 Unbiased information and analysis due to libraries’ position outside the 
commercial sphere 

                                                           
7
 ctn5me (2012, May 25). Portland Public Library Workshop for Small Businesses [Video File]. 

Retrieved from: www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=hnPCdey50MY 
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 Free access to quality resources available only through subscription, and 
available 24/7 on the user’s desktop or mobile device. 

 Enabling businesses to invest their time and capital toward growth, without 
wasting time on fruitless internet searches. 

 Provide a filtered conduit for the plethora of business information available 
from other levels of government. 

 Meeting spaces and training rooms that enable small businesses to share 
experiences and resources. 

 Access to technology (photocopiers, scanners, Wi-Fi) to help microbusinesses 
grow and prosper. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Our staff could see that they were 
making a difference and that this activity 
earned the librarians real status in the 
community” 
Jamie LaRue, Douglas County Libraries Director 
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Getting a Seat at the Table 
 
Know your user groups 
 
As with every other demographic your library caters to, begin by learning about the 
needs and priorities of your target users and reflect on how your current collections, 
services and programming could benefit them. You may find that your resources do 
not currently address the needs of your target groups, or that programs you are 
offering are not conveniently scheduled. 
 
Learn about your users’ needs by reading the following: 

 Your local Council’s Economic Development Strategy 

 Your area’s Regional Development Strategy (if applicable) 

 Your Council’s business newsletters/blogs/social media channels 

 Local Trade Association newsletters or blogs 
 
Attend business seminars and functions presented by your Council/s to gain insights 
on what local government and the business community consider pressing issues or 
opportunities. Be on the lookout for any questions you can help answer (either on 
the spot or by following up with the questioner later). 
 
Not only do such functions present a useful networking opportunity, they can also 
result in invitations to present on library services and resources to your target 
audience. 
 
Colbe Galston, Business Librarian at Douglas County Libraries in the US, comments: 

“We really started by putting ourselves in the mix as members and 
volunteers before we started talking about our expertise”.  

Take the time to learn about what matters to local business and to economic 
development in your area, so that your pitch to Council/Traders Associations is as 
pertinent as possible.  
 
 
Getting staff buy-in: some common concerns 
 
In order to determine how your library can best serve your Council’s economic 
strategy, it is vital to ensure staff support for this initiative. Involve the staff who will 
be responsible for the program’s success as early as possible, to shape and instil a 
sense of ownership in the project. 
 
As with any library program and service, staff buy-in will be crucial to the successful 
roll-out of business outreach. Address staff concerns early on, and encourage 
persistence until positive outcomes begin rolling in.  
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Jamie LaRue, Director of Douglas County Libraries, found that staff were initially 

resistant to business outreach as the “process fell way outside their comfort 
zone. (However) what turned the staff around was the obvious 
demonstration of our value to many respected members of our 
community. Our staff could see that they were making a difference and 
that this activity earned the librarians real status in the community”. 
 
This framework asserts that all Victorian public libraries are capable of some level of 
business outreach. The short and medium term recommendations (see p.13) are 
relatively simple to implement, and within the capabilities of most libraries. 
Some common concerns that may arise: 
 
 
Staffing Levels 
 
Libraries that choose to make business/local government outreach a strategic goal, 
and provide higher-level support, need to earmark extra funding for digital and print 
resources, marketing, and even a dedicated Business Librarian role. 
 
However, most libraries need not commit additional funding, but simply investigate 
the information needs of their local business community, and match them to 
existing resources and staff time. 
 
 
Funding 
 
It is likely that, by demonstrating the library’s value to Council staff, there will be an 
opportunity to offset or shift some cost outlays to Council departments (such as 
Economic or Community Development Units). For example, library staff could 
compile content for a business information brochure, and the Economic 
Development Unit could cover the design and print costs.  
 
Establishing relationships with local community centres presents another relatively 
low cost way of offering relevant programs. Community centres receive funding to 
run programs, and libraries can offer to provide a venue, refreshments and 
promotional materials in exchange for specific programs to be run within the library. 
 
There are opportunities to recoup costs by pricing certain services or resources.  
Attaching a cost to an item or service (no matter the sum) tends to raise that item’s 
perceived value. For example, staff at a number of Victorian Councils have observed 
that workshops or seminars that charge a nominal booking fee consistently receive 
higher attendance rates than equivalent programs run for free. Research, document 
retrieval, and meeting room hire are other potential revenue streams if marketed 
correctly. 
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Federal and state government grants can also help fund specific projects. The City of 
Marion in South Australia recently won Regional Development Initiative funding for 
the Cove Enterprise Hub, which will also house the library and a community centre.  
While the government grant environment is highly competitive, libraries stand a 
strong chance of applying successfully if they partner with other areas in Council and 
can demonstrate the effect the project would have on local economic development.  
 
Most public libraries make use of community sponsors for specific events. Once an 
actionable plan is created for local business support, libraries could target 
sponsorship from relevant institutions, such as: local banks/credit unions, the Small 
Business Association of Australia, and local traders associations. 
 
 
Staff Training 
 
Business reference requires its own special set of skills, and public librarians will 
possibly require training in order to feel confident in handling potential queries.  
 

Colbe Galston (Douglas County Libraries), recommends such training: “One of the 
best things we did to get staff comfortable with these unique patrons 
was work with an amazing trainer. She offered wonderful insight on 
the information needs and styles of entrepreneurs as well as training 
on research strategies and tools”.  
 
This framework recommends that business reference training be made available to 
public libraries, ideally as a PLVN-offered workshop (see p.14). 
 
 
Risk Management 
 
The project group did not find evidence of legal issues or complaints against libraries 
as a result of the business information they compiled for clients. However, it is 
recommended that libraries compiling/analysing business information on behalf of 
private businesses consult with the risk management team in Council, and at a 
minimum consider using a disclaimer, such as:  
  
This information is provided for research purposes only. The Council/Library does not 
accept responsibility for how this information is used or interpreted. 
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Marketing 
 
Marketing options 
 
The project group has created a number of customisable promotional resources that 
Victorian public libraries are free to edit and use, or gain inspiration from. 
 
The resources include: 

 Bookmark template (Appendix B(i) ) 

 Double-sided DL flyer template (Appendix B(ii) ) 

 PowerPoint presentation template (see PLVN website) 

 Sample digital brochure 

 Libraries Mean Business logo (see PLVN website) 

 Examples of the content some American public libraries provide to their small 
business clients: Cecil County Public Library’s Keys to Success brochure and 
Poudre River Public Library’s Library Research Resources brochure. 

 
Ultimately, the best marketing for individual libraries will be word-of-mouth 
promotion from satisfied clients-turn-advocates.  
 
Libraries should also capitalise on any ‘good news stories’ resulting from their work 
with small businesses, or local business in general. Such news could be shared on the 
library’s website and social media channels, adapted for use in promotional material, 
or released to local media. 
 
 

Measuring success 
 
Metrics 
 
Measuring the impact of library outreach is always challenging, and business 
outreach is no different. A mix of quantitative and qualitative data must be gathered, 
and include the following measures: 
 
Quantitative measures: 

 Number and type of business questions answered 

 Increased usage of relevant online resources/books/eBooks 

 Relevant program attendance numbers 

 Number of one-on-one training sessions 

 Number of presentations/meetings with relevant organisations and groups 

 Meeting room bookings by local businesses 

 Number of visits to the Small Business page of library webpage 

 Survey data 
 
 
 

https://simplebooklet.com/slp2012
http://www.cecil.ebranch.info/files/196_Keys%20To%20Success%20Revised%20July%202012.pdf
http://www.larimersbdc.org/assets/file/pdf/Library%20Research%20Resources.pdf
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Qualitative measures: 

 Anecdotal data in the form of unstructured survey/interview/email responses 

 Being invited to speak/present at Council Economic Development 
Unit/Traders Association functions  
 
 
 

Formalising partnerships – a long term goal 
 
A sign of the success and predicted longevity of library support to small businesses 
and other local organisations would be formalising the partnership/s with a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU).  
 
Formalising partnerships ensures that all parties understand the guidelines and 
boundaries regarding their agreements, and can formally acknowledge the other’s 
contribution. 
 
A Memorandum of Understanding template, shared by a 2010 Shared Leadership 
project group, can be found in Appendix C. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Ultimately, the best marketing for 
individual libraries will be word-of-mouth 
promotion from satisfied clients-turn-
advocates” 
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Recommendations 
 
 
Short term: 1-6 months. Medium term: 6-12 months. Long term: 12+ months 
 

Recommendation Timeframe Group Responsible 

Link to Business Victoria on 
library’s Online Resources or 
Small Business page  

Short term Your library service 

Promote library services & 
resources in Council publications 

Short term Your library service/Council/s 

In conjunction with Council’s 
media department issue press 
release detailing the library’s 
resources (e.g.: Wi-Fi, scanning, 
24/7 online resources, eBooks, 
etc.). If possible quote a local 
business in the release 

Short term Your library service/Council/s 

Attend Council-run business 
seminars to hear about what 
local business owners are 
concerned about/interested in 

Short 
term/ongoing 

Your library service 

Network with Chambers of 
Commerce /Economic 
Development Unit forums 

Short 
term/ongoing 

Your library service 

Promotional material in new 
residents’ and Council business 
information packs (if available) 

Short term Your library service 

Compile and maintain contact 
list (Chamber of Commerce 
members, women’s expo, 
traders associations, etc.) 

Short 
term/ongoing 

Your library service / Your 
Council/s as appropriate 

Deliver 
presentations/demonstrations 
of library services and resources 
to Council staff 

Short – 
medium term 

Your library service 

Run stalls at local business expos  
 

Short – 
medium term 

Your library service 

Library receives notification each 
time a potential new business 
applies for a Council permit 
and/or Council’s Planning 
department distributes targeted 
library information brochures to 
people asking about opening a 
business 
 

Medium term Your Council/s Planning 
Department 
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Short term: 1-6 months. Medium term: 6-12 months. Long term: 12+ months 

 
Recommendation Timeframe Group Responsible 

Invest in targeted staff training 

on relevant databases 

Medium term Your library service 

Link to 
libraries.vic.gov.au/librarylocator  
or to libraries who have business 
pages on Business Victoria’s 
website 

Long term Public Libraries Victoria Network 
in partnership with the 
Department of Business & 
Innovation 

PLVN to run a stall at large trade 
and business expos 

Long term Public Libraries Victoria Network 

PLVN to organise training 
seminars on business reference, 
run by experienced Business 
Liaison and Corporate librarians 

Long term Public Libraries Victoria Network 
in partnership with State Library 
of Victoria 

Create a Small Business 
resources page on library 
website (see Cecil County’s 
example in Appendix B) 

Long term Your library service / Your 
Council/s IT department 

Victoria-wide awareness 
campaign coordinated by State 
Library of Victoria, PLVN & 
Business Victoria 

Long term Public Libraries Victoria Network, 
State Library of Victoria & 
Business Victoria 

Council-subsidised Training and 
Assessment qualifications for 
reference librarians 

Long term Your Council/s 

Conduct a survey of relevant 
stakeholders to determine needs 
of local businesses/evaluate 
appropriateness of library 
collections 

Long term Your library service 

Business Victoria to create a 
customisable version of their 
Step-by-Step Guides for Councils 
to adapt for their area 

Long term Business Victoria 
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Appendix A: Business Outreach Case Studies 
 
Douglas County Libraries - BizInfo 
 
BizInfo began as a library committee in 2008, but was made into a separate department 
in 2011, when DCL selected business support as a strategic goal. The department is 
allocated an operating budget, a team of six adult services librarians trained in business 
reference, and a dedicated Business Librarian. 
 
BizInfo’s goal is to support the local business community through personalized research 
on business topics; access to (and training on using) business-specific databases, 
computer software training; and live workshops on timely business topics. All services 
are free to clients. 
 
Customised information packages are prepared for each query. Librarians do not simply 
provide links to online resources or bibliographies, they read and analyse information to 
aid the client’s understanding, and then present their findings in person and in a written 
report. The number of queries received by BizInfo has doubled since the department 
was allocated a dedicated Business Librarian in 2011. 
 
BizInfo’s set-up costs included: business reference training for librarians; the addition of 
business databases; and staff time dedicated to business research and attending 
business meetings. The current operating budget covers the Business Librar ian’s salary, 
business training, mileage, hosting events and printing. Print and digital resources are 
covered by the library’s collections budget. 
 
Carson City Library – Business Resource Innovation Centre (The BRIC) 
 
The BRIC supports local entrepreneurs by providing a centralized suite of services.  It 
houses the city’s Building Division, Business Licenses and Permit Center, Planning 
Division, Engineering Division, the Carson City Office of Business Development, the 
Nevada Small Business Development Center, the Capital City Arts Initiative, and the 
Business Library. 
 
Services and resources include business-focused books and materials, business 
research databases, mentoring, seminars, networking, and self-study programs. There is 
also access to public computers, a copy and fax centre, and meeting spaces.  
Clients make an appointment for an hour-long session with a librarian, and follow-up 
appointments are common. The response from local business owners has been 
enthusiastic. In its first five months, the BRIC’s librarians helped gather data for 54 new 
businesses and provided assistance to 22 existing businesses. One client wrote out a 
check for $500 to the BRIC because he said he “had never received this kind of help 
before.”8  
 

                                                           
8 Hamilton-Pennell, C. (2011). Carson City Library, Partner in Economic Revitalization [Blog post]. 
Retrieved from http://supportinglocalentrepreneurship.wordpress.com/2011/05/11/carson-city-
library-partner-in-economic-revitalization/  
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Portland Public Library 
 

Portland Public Library (PPL) have reached out to underserved populations such as 
job seekers and small businesses and created a business hub, which allows these 
groups to become better consumers of information. Common reference queries 
relate to statistics, and training users to use specific online resources. 
 
Business Librarian Sonya Durney states that PPL databases are well utilised. In fact, 
due to the popularity of these resources, PPL introduced four new Gale business 
products in June 2012. Business-relevant programs offered within the library have 
been popular, as has the use of the library as a business meeting space. 
 
PPL emphasises the significance of outreach to the business hub’s success - 
attending Business Advisory Group meetings and Business Expos, and targeting on-
line training and programs to these groups. 
 
These activities have granted PPL greater visibility and status among the business 
community and local government. 
 
PPL’s primary funding source is the City of Portland, though additional funds are 
received from their annual drive and from the Friends of the Library group. PPL 
hopes that local businesses will contribute to library funding in future, as libraries’ 
usefulness to business is continually proven. 



Appendix B (i): Customisable Bookmark Template (double-sided DL) 



 

Appendix B (ii): Customisable Brochure Template (double-sided DL) 



Appendix C: Memorandum of Understanding Template 
 

Memorandum of Understanding 
Between (organisation’s name) and (Library Service’s name) 

 
 
Program Description 
 
 
 
 
Aim of the program 
 
 
 
 

(Organisation Name) Will (Library Service name) will 

  

  

  

  

  

 
 

(Organisation Name) Will Benefit By (Library Service name) Will Benefit By 

  

  

  

  

  

 
Review 
This partnership will be officially reviewed by (organisation name) and (Library 
Service name) staff. If one party wishes to withdraw, termination of the program can 
occur after 3 months notice is given. 
 
 
Signed 
 
(Organisation representative’s) 
Name/Title: 

(Library representative’s)  
Name/Title: 

  
(Organisation representative’s) 
Signature: 

(Library representative’s)  
Signature: 

  
Date:  Date:  



www.cecil.ebranch.info

Appendix D (i): Library Webpage Examples 



 

www.cecil.ebranch.info/small-business 

Appendix D (ii) 



 

www.douglascountylibraries.org/bizinfo 

Appendix D (iii) 


