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N
o matter the size of the library or the population 
it serves, all public libraries are working toward 
a common goal—providing relevant and impact-
ful services in areas most important to patrons. 
As we strive to be a data-driven organization at 

Sno-Isle Libraries in Snohomish and Island Counties, WA, it is our 
job to make sure our programs are allocating the right amount 
of resources to our highest priority services and addressing the 
needs and interests of our communities. And we need the data to 
show it. 

Data-Driven Change
Sno-Isle Libraries started its outcome data work in 2015 with 
project management. We began adopting project management 
methodologies including project charters, the role of project 
sponsor, and adherence to planning before execution. We con-
sidered how to evaluate quality control and user experience, and 

we were introduced to the outcomes-based logic model by Moe 
Hosseini-Ara and Rebecca Jones.1 Continuing to look at systems 
and processes that would keep our organization moving forward, 
we saw that we needed better support for our programming 
services through support and evaluation. Of course, all of this 
needed to happen without any additional resources (sound like 
a familiar problem?). We needed to learn how our patrons are 
benefiting from our programs and we needed to do so quickly, 
easily, and inexpensively. With the release of the Public Library 
Association’s (PLA) Project Outcome2 in June 2015, it’s as if the 
stars had perfectly aligned. 

Sno-Isle Libraries started engaging with Project Outcome in 
Fall 2015, as the work of the Programming Support and Evalua-
tion Project began, and was invited by PLA to participate in the 
2016 pilot-testing of the Project Outcome Follow-Up Surveys. 
For us, the power of using Project Outcome is in its consistency 
and standardization. It is our belief that libraries don’t need nine 
thousand different ways of doing evaluation. Again, we’re all 
working toward that common goal, so why keep reinventing 
the wheel? Project Outcome is a free service available to all US 
and Canadian public libraries. It provides standardized outcome 
measures in seven core library services areas, measuring four key 
outcomes: knowledge, confidence, application/behavior change, 
and awareness. As a result of participating, Sno-Isle Libraries 
has shifted its programming purpose statements to align with 
Project Outcome’s seven core service areas and has fully adopted 
the key outcomes into our planning and surveying.

The Evaluation Plan
Knowing our evaluation plan and having clear, standardized out-
come metrics (Project Outcome) helped us define our audit and 
evaluation objective deliverable: to produce a quarterly State of 
Programming Report to our organization.
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This was our first time attempting a 
report like this, so in Spring 2016 we took 
the opportunity to pilot-test the Project 
Outcome Follow-Up Surveys as a way to 
pilot-test our own evaluation process. 
Following the testing, we submerged fully 
into the audit with one-month snap-
shots in July and October. The auditing 
included collecting inputs, outputs, and 
the outcome-based surveys. We were 
able to gather enough big-picture data to 
understand the state of our programming 
services. 

What we learned from the audit is 
that we need to level the playing field 
where resource availability is scarce or 
inconsistently applied. We also need to 
support staff with core curriculum in our 
strategic priorities and provide feedback 
to resource managers to allow progress in 
priority areas. This revealed the need for 
the State of Programming Report. 

The complication, not surprisingly, 
is that multiple people are accountable 
for multiple services and programs and 
they’re all vying for the same resources to 
move their service plans forward. The au-
dit showed that Sno-Isle Libraries invests 
approximately $1.13 million annually in 
programming services, including staff 
time and financial resources. We need to 
take this seriously and know exactly how 
those programs are contributing to our 
strategic plan. 

We entered into a new strategic plan 
process for 2017–19 following the initial 
audit. Our new strategic plan is outcome-
focused, including the core service: to 
present programs addressing community 
needs and interests. While all of these 
plans are in motion—strategic planning, 
writing outcome-based service plans, 
auditing and evaluating programs, and 
creating the State of Programming Re-
ports—they all tie back together through 
the core Project Outcome measures. 

Supporting the Strategic Plan
Sno-Isle Libraries practices a one-page 
strategic plan. Each core service and 
strategic priority of the plan has its own 
service plan, which includes: 

•	 How to identify the need/
demand of the service?

•	 Who is accountable?

•	 What is the impact?
•	 Who is the target audience? and,
•	 How are we using outcomes to 

get where we want to be (over 
the three-year strategic plan 
period)?

The quarterly State of Programming 
Report summarizes the audit from several 
operational reports, such as average cost 
of staff time per programmer, per loca-
tion, by programming service area, and 
Project Outcome metrics. 

The operational reports reflect changes 
made to our programming purpose 
statements, which were adjusted in 
the 2016 audit to directly align with the 
Project Outcome areas of service. The 
past programming purpose statements 
were already similarly aligned to Project 
Outcome, so there was minimal resistance 
implementing this change. Now, our data 
can be compared across future strategic 
plans, and not be tied to specific strategic 
planning or “seasonal” periods. Measur-
ing programming consistently across long 
periods of time, using consistent language 
and metrics, allows us to make data-driven 
decisions, track change over time, and bet-
ter inform future strategic planning.  

Another key area measured in the op-
erational reports is the program purpose. 
Shifting our focus to quality control and 
the user experience means shifting the 
way we think about the programs them-
selves, not just how to evaluate them. 
We need our programmers to understand 
what the desired outcomes of the program 
are, and if the program isn’t aiming to im-
pact our patrons’ lives, is it worth keeping? 
The operational report asks programmers, 
“Is the purpose of this program to improve 
customer skills or knowledge or change 
a specific behavior?” In the initial audit, a 
quarter of responses came back neutral or 
negative. This data should inform deci-
sions about resource shifting or program 
elimination when the results show that a 
program is not designed to make a change 
for the customer. 

Of course, we can’t forget about out-
comes! Our operational reports provide 
our snapshot survey data demonstrat-
ing our impact in key outcome areas like 
knowledge, confidence, and behavior 
change. We conducted both Immediate 

and Follow-Up Surveys using the Project 
Outcome measures. Immediate Surveys 
work best for quick, snapshot assess-
ments and are easily administered after a 
program is complete, while the Follow-Up 
Surveys capture more robust outcome 
data but require more resources and staff 
time to follow up with patrons.

As most libraries have experienced, 
convenience sampling and snapshot survey 
data often lead to overly-positive results, 
and Sno-Isle Libraries is no different. We 
aim to focus on the question “where are 
the opportunities?” in a sea of positive da-
tasets and move the needle where patrons 
feel most neutral about our programs and 
are responding “neither agree nor dis-
agree.” We’ve also been able to leverage 
the outcome surveys as an opportunity to 
cross-pollinate with other non-program-
ming departments. Surveying allows us to 
collect additional data such as marketing 
channel reach to determine effectiveness 
of efforts, and audience demographics to 
help us become more intentional about 
determining the target audiences of our 
services.

Maintaining Momentum
The State of Programming Report and 
program auditing will continue to happen 
quarterly (January, April, July, October) 
and become business-as-usual for our 
organization. The outcome surveys will be 
available for programmers to administer 
at any time, but will only be required dur-
ing the audit months. Ideally, we would 
like both the Immediate and Follow-Up 
Surveys to be used throughout the year, 
but until we allocate more resources, we 
will only follow up on Educational/Life-
long Learning and Digital Learning pro-
grams occurring during the audit months 
and on Economic Development programs 
throughout the year.

The more auditing we do and the more 
patron surveys we collect, the clearer the 
big picture will become and the better 
informed we’ll be for strategic, organi-
zational decision making, like resource 
allocation and program expansion. While 
the pilot year of survey data is statistically 
significant for big picture assessment, we
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We asked a few PL readers to share something they are really into—newly discovered or recently rediscovered books, apps, films,  
music, events, or other sources of inspiration, including Internet memes, websites, or just items from the cultural zeitgeist.  
Questions or comments? Contact PL Editor Kathleen Hughes at khughes@ala.org.

KAITE STOVER 
Director of Readers’ Services, Kansas City (MO) Public Library

I’ve been playing around with a new book recommendation app, Litsy (litsy.
com). It launched in 2015, produced by the people from Out of Print (whose 
bookish clothing and gear we see on the exhibit floor at conferences). I’ve found 
publishers, libraries, authors, and readers writing smartly about new and old 

books. I’ve been using it to follow some trends in reading and add to my own to-be-read pile.

NANCI MILONE-HILL 
Library Director, M.G. Parker Memorial Library, Dracut, MA 

I love a well-written story, and especially stories about all things supernatural. I 
was thrilled when a friend of mine introduced me to the Graveyard Queen series 
by Amanda Stevens. There are currently six titles in the series. The most recent 
title, The Awakening, was just published in March. Protagonist Amelia Gray is a 

cemetery restorer who sees ghosts. In order to remain safe from them, she follows the set of 
rules passed down to her by her father. Over the course of the series it gets harder and harder 
for her to follow the rules, as she is repeatedly called to solve murders to which the ghosts may 
have the answers. Set in the south, these stories are compelling. Stevens does an excellent job of 
creating an eerie, atmospheric feel to the story.

LET US KNOW WHAT 
YOU’RE RAVING ABOUT!
If you would like to be 
featured, tell us what you’re 
excited about right now in 
100 words. Include a high-
resolution JPG headshot and 
send to PL Editor Kathleen 
Hughes at khughes@ala.org 
for consideration.   
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need more data to represent the micro-
levels of our organization. By the end of 
our strategic plan (2019), we will have 
enough meaningful datasets to inform 
the same decisions by supervisors and 
managers at the community library level. 

But that doesn’t mean we have to wait 
to start learning from our results and take 
action. Don’t take the immediate impact 
of the survey data for granted. Our pro-
grammers have reported how much they 
enjoy and find meaning in their patrons’ 
feedback and how quickly they can learn 
and make adjustments to their programs 
as a result. We’ve been able to make quick 
changes like speaking more loudly during 
instruction and more long-term changes 
like adding more robust and challenging 
digital literacy classes. 

With any change comes some resis-

tance. Some staff members were hesitant 
at first, but most have seen the benefits 
from having those immediate results 
right in from of them. The more they 
interact with the surveys, the more they 
want to use them (even during non-audit 
months). At the management level, we 
can show that each staff member’s time 
contributes to something larger than their 
own work. Our strategic plan is our atlas, 
the ongoing audit and evaluation provide 
the roadmap, and the survey feedback is 
building the roads to take our program-
ming services where our customers need 
them to be. 

Not only are staff members contrib-
uting to something larger than their 
own programs, but Sno-Isle Libraries is 
then able to contribute to something 
larger than itself. Participating in Project 
Outcome means our data is aggregated 
with hundreds of other libraries across 

the United States and Canada. The ag-
gregation of all participating data allows 
us to see how we compare state-wide 
and nationally in the seven library service 
areas. More importantly, it means librar-
ies of various sizes and capacities, serving 
diverse populations and community 
needs, finally have a shared vocabulary 
and practice—through outcomes-based 
measurement. 
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