The Book Business:

The Bookstore as an Alternative Funding
Source for the Public Library

by Benjamin F. Speller, ]r.

any public libraries tend to miss revenue-build-
ing opportunities because they do not consider
income-producing activities a function of their
organizations. At a minimum, nonprofit orga-
nizations should be willing to invest time and
efforts in evaluating the potential for generating
income through their own business efforts.
Some nonprofit organizations have made sig-
nificant inroads in search of alternative revenues. A number of
publicly-supported organizations have generated substantial rev-
enues to support their operations by establishing bookstores or
gift shops as auxiliary enterprises where they sell art, reproduc-
tions, cards, and other publications. Although many public
libraries receive additional financial support from used book
sales sponsored by their Friends organizations, the bookstore or
gift shop as an auxiliary enterprise may be the best place to
concentrate initial efforts at tapping unique revenue sources.

What Are Key Marketing Considerations?
The following marketing issues need to be explored in determin-
ing the feasibility of a bookstore:

1. Is there a bookstore already
located in the library's
geographical district? If so, are
the needs of the potential
customers being met at an

The bookstore or gift

evangelists, clubs, foundations, and local cultural arts
centers) are engaged in profit-seeking activities?

7. What assistance is available to get seed money for
exploratory ventures or capital formation?

8. Are there state regulations and local ordinances that
might restrict profit-making ventures by publicly-
supported nonprofit organizations?

The question of legitimacy in the idea of the bookstore
should also be addressed as early as possible in the marketing
process. The bookstore operations must be consistent with the
basic mission of the public library — either tied to a program
interest, a function, or a need for service. As long as the govern-
ing board and the library’s professional staff agree on the explo-
rations made for the bookstore, the legitimacy is maintained.

What Are Key Operational Considerations?

While the marketing plans and activities are being carried out,

operational issues should be addressed as well. The library should

consider the following:

1. What is the best way to structure
the administration of the
bookstore?

2. Who should own the bookstore?
The library as an auxiliary enter-
prise? The Friends of the Library?

adequate level? Shop appears to be a 3. How should the bookstore be
2. Is the public library in the best 7 ] staffed? Volunteers? Paid staff?
location for a book store? viable alternative 4. What categories of books should
3. Would it be feasible to . . be stocked?
operate bookstores in library fund"ng source for PUth 5. Should the bookstore stock: new
branct 1l as in th i ¥ . books? used books? Both?
wayy o libraries when adequate ¢ e e torals shoud
4. How much diversific.ation. COﬂSl;deratfonS have be stocked? Magazines?
would be needed to intensify ) Newspapers?
raising capital for the been g;ven to 7. Should electronic formats be

bookstore's operations?

5. What is the most effective
governance structure for the
bookstore?

6. What other nonprofit

marketing and
operational issues.

stocked? Computer software?
Videocassettes?

8. How often and how long should
the bookstore be open for
business?

organizations (video
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What Are Some Final Considerations?
Public libraries should consider seriously the possibil-
ity of establishing a bookstore with some diversifica-
tion, where appropriate. The reasons for having the
bookstore are:

1. to serve as a viable alternative funding source
for the library.

2. to provide a service not currently available in
the geographical area served by the library,

3. to support those residents seeking text
materials for home study courses.

4. to provide, as an additional public service,
materials supplementary to those in the
library’s collection and difficult to find for
purchase elsewhere.

5. to provide for those libraries that have
Friends-sponsored annual or semiannual book
sales a mechanism for keeping the used book
stock to a manageable level.

6. to bring people into the library.

Libraries seeking to establish bookstores or gift
shops as an auxiliary enterprise are urged to inves-
tigate liability, insurance of stock, credit, capital
funds and related financial and legal matters. The
bookstore or gift shop appears to be a viable alterna-
tive funding source for public libraries when ad-
equate considerations have been given to marketing
and operational issues.

Who is Doing It
and Helpful Sources

Nationally, there are several public libraries and quite a number
of cultural organizations that operate bookstore/gift shop related
enterprises as alternative sources of funding. Locally, check with
your Chamber of Commerce to find out if any of the nonprofit
organizations in your area are in the bookstore/gift shop
business.
The following information resources were consulted in
preparing The Book Business:
McAllen Memorial Library
601 North Main Street
McAllen, Texas, 78501-4688
Contact Person: Gerard Mittelstaedt
e-mail mittelst@tent.edu.us
Voice Phone: (210) 682-4566
Fax: (210) 682-1183

Anderson, Charles B. and others, A Manual on Bookselling,

New York: American Booksellers Association (distributed by

R.R. Bowker), 1969. )
A body of technical knowledge offered by seasoned
successful professionals. A must reading for neophytes.

Kotler, Philip and Alan R. Andreasen, Strategic Marketing for
Nonprofit Organizations, Fourth Edition, Englewoods Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1991.
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