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Introduction and Background 

In 2024, the Department of Public Instruction commissioned WiLS (Wisconsin Library 

Services) to develop a merger tool providing practical advice and guidance for Wisconsin 

library systems considering a merger. This guide is based on the real-world experience of the 

merger of the former Arrowhead Library System (ALS) and the Lakeshores Library System 

(LLS) to form the new Prairie Lakes Library System (PLLS). Throughout the guide, you will see 

examples from this merger process (for another approach, see the Eastern Shores Library 

System & Mid-Wisconsin Federated Library System Joint Merger Committee Recommendation 

Report). Additionally, the guide contains information that may be helpful for libraries and 

library systems considering consolidating services with another library or system, for example, 
library automation systems such as an Integrated Library System (ILS). 

This guide largely reflects the experience of a single merger process and does not encompass 

all possible experiences. Because of this, it should be considered a living document that can 

and should be added to as other systems, organizations, or libraries experience and learn from 

future mergers. 
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Case Study: PLLS Merger Overview 

The process of forming the Prairie Lakes Library System most clearly took place between 

December 2021 and October 2023, when the Merger Exploration Committee was active. In August 
of 2021, the Boards of Trustees of the Arrowhead and Lakeshores Library Systems each voted to 

embark on a journey to determine if the two library systems should merge to form a new regional 
library system that would serve the counties of Racine, Rock, and Walworth. Acting jointly, the 

Boards of Trustees established a committee to evaluate the merits of a system merger. The Joint 
Merger Exploration Committee consisted of two system trustees and two member library directors 

from each system, balanced with respect to library size and county affiliation. This committee was 

given the following tasks: 

● Produce a formal recommendation to both System Boards of Trustees regarding whether a 

merger should be completed 

● Create a roadmap of activities that must occur in order for a merger to be successful 
● Should a merger be recommended, create a menu of policy and procedural 

recommendations to support a rapid “stand-up” of the new system during the period 

immediately following its formal establishment 

While this Committee and this phase of work were critical, much work had been done to prepare 

for the merger process. Each system engaged its member libraries through discussions, surveys, 
and strategic planning, shared an ILS, and had formalized agreements for specific services in place. 
Much like an iceberg, the process of merging the systems was perhaps the most apparent, but 
much of the work to be ready for a merger took place beneath the water. And, though the official 
merger on January 1, 2023, was a huge achievement, the new system, including the board, staff, 
and members, had a long list of projects waiting for them in their first years. 

Overview of a Successful Merger 
The following elements proved helpful during the PLLS merger, as well as in other recent 
service mergers. These components will be discussed in more detail throughout the guide. 

A history of cooperation should exist. A merger is more likely to be successful if the systems 

have some experience together. The cooperative foundation may be collaborations around 

continuing education, technology, or grants. Of course, a shared ILS is an exceptionally strong 

foundation for a system merger. ALS and LLS intersected and worked collaboratively in many 

ways prior to the formation of PLLS. The shared ILS, in particular, meant that the system and 
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member library staff worked and made decisions together. A system merger was a step on the 

same continuum. 

Trust should be fostered continuously. Early stakeholder engagement, open, transparent, 
two-way communication, and outside facilitation can all help build a trustworthy process. 
Developing a process communication plan (see the section on communication for examples 

and details) signals a willingness to listen, learn, and engage. It can also help guarantee 

consistent messaging and lessen confusion. Using an outside facilitator offers the systems an 

unbiased voice and perspective, lending credibility to the process. It also can take some of the 

work of a merger process off the shoulders of system staff, especially system directors. 

Develop guiding principles. This piece is absolutely critical. Early in a merger exploration 

process, the leadership group, whether that is a committee, project team, or board, should 

determine, using stakeholder input wherever possible, a set of guiding principles. These 

shared principles can be used to assess issues against a foundational understanding of what 
matters and remove, at least to some extent, individuals applying individual values to a 

decision. It may be possible to develop principles and use them in a decision-making matrix to 

develop recommendations. In the PLLS process, the group began by developing guiding 

principles used throughout the merger exploration as a check measure to keep the project in 

scope. 

Get it all down on paper. A merger process will start with a long list of to-dos, needs, 
concerns, and aspirations. That list will keep growing as more information is gathered and 

recommendations are generated. Not all of the ideas can or should be acted on during the 

merger process itself, but tracking the ideas adds to the trustworthiness of the process and 

keeps it organized for future reference. Throughout the PLLS merger exploration, project 
managers used spreadsheets with multiple tabs to pull out ideas from system leadership and 

staff, surveys, committee meetings, and feedback received from the community. 

Avoid decision paralysis. Getting to the point of merging systems involves many decision 

points. There will always be more information to gather and a desire to know all the details of 
how a decision will play out, but at some point, a decision simply has to be made to keep the 

process moving. Three ways to help avoid decision paralysis are: 

1. Set a timeline and stick to it. This can be assisted by hiring an outside facilitator or 
project manager responsible for keeping the process on track. Some processes may 

depend upon grant funding, which has built-in deadlines. In the case of PLLS, the 

DPI-required system annual plan and budget schedule guided the timing of the 

process. 

Public Library System Merger Guide | Introduction and Background - 3 



2. Use the guiding principles and develop value propositions for the process to guide 

decision-making. Not all issues need to be accounted for by the exploration process, 
either because they do not match the values laid out or because the group has 

determined it is not critical to answer before a merger occurs. Make it easy to 

document and table an issue to be considered in a later phase or not at all. 
3. Don’t expect perfection. Nobody can see the future, and the merger decision-makers 

navigate the process with the best information available at the time. However, 
conditions change. Making decisions rooted in values and principles and the best 
information possible helps those decisions remain appropriate over time. 

Be flexible and able to pivot. No matter how well-planned or organized a process, there is no 

way to predict how it will proceed. There will be unexpected barriers and challenges. In the 

PLLS process, an unexpected dissenting vote from a merger committee member could have 

derailed the process. System leadership, the merger committee, and other stakeholders 

reframed its work in order to alleviate the hesitant committee member’s misgivings. Having a 

strong process in place will go a long way, but having the ability to refocus the process or try 

a new approach is critical to ensuring the success of a merger process. It also helps to enter a 

merger process without a pre-determined outcome. 

The Three Stages of Merger 
A merger can be broken into three main stages: Laying the Groundwork, The Merger 
Exploration Process, and Structural Implementation. For a handy overview, see the Merger 
Checklist in the Appendices for activity highlights of each stage. 
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Phase I: Laying the Groundwork

The success of the ALS and LLS merger can be attributed in part to the years of strong 

partnerships between the two systems. In fact, the systems noted in the earliest stages of the 

process that no matter the merger exploration process outcome, it was essential that the 

existing relationship not be harmed. Not all parties contemplating a merger will have the 

same partnerships or shared practices in place, but building upon a history of shared services 

or partnerships can help increase the likelihood of a successful merger. 

Shared ILS 

One of the more significant collaborative efforts of a public library system is the 

administration of the shared ILS. Member libraries view it as an essential service and the 

backbone for many system activities. As such, a barrier to merger progress can be the 

daunting task of merging ILS software platforms between two systems. Making the decision 

to share an ILS can have numerous benefits, including reduced shared costs, increased buying 

power, improved patron experiences, and a bigger library and system expertise pool. 
However, it also requires overcoming barriers, including getting to shared decision-making 

mechanisms, a shared budget, a shared understanding of delivery routes, resource sharing, 
cataloging standards, and more. Staff, both at the member libraries and system level, also 

need to be well-prepared and informed of potential changes, which can be (or feel like) a 

significant challenge. 

In many ways, the process of sharing an ILS means that the involved library systems have 

gone through significant organizational and functional challenges and changes, potentially 

easing the full system merger process. However, it is important to note that a shared ILS is not 
a requirement for a successful system merger, and a shared ILS certainly does not need to 

result in a full system merger. In fact, there are library systems that have libraries, both big 

and small, that are not part of the shared ILS, and they operate smoothly. There are also 

systems that share an ILS but remain organizationally separate. 
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Case Study: ALS Joins SHARE 

Before the creation of PLLS, the two systems had previously completed a process that resulted in 

ALS joining the SHARE Consortium (or, simply, “SHARE”), an automation and resource-sharing 

partnership supported by PLLS that also includes the Kenosha County Library System. A brief 
review of that process may be helpful for other library systems contemplating either a system or 
ILS merger. 

In September 2016, the ALS ILS Exploration Committee met for the first time. This committee, 
comprised of ALS library directors, was charged to work together to identify and review possible 

ILS upgrade options for the Arrowhead Library System. The Committee was responsible for 
investigating, reviewing, and evaluating all ILS upgrade options, including possible ILS mergers 

with neighboring systems, and presenting findings and recommendations to the ALS Directors. 

Committee members broke into specialty groups focused on three separate areas: public services, 
technical services, and user services. Each then compiled an ILS needs and wish list that was then 

used as an evaluative checklist. This evaluative checklist model was also used in the PLLS merger 
process, described in the process overview, and more recently in the Project NICE ILS merger 
exploration process, in which a list of project principles was developed to evaluate any and all 
recommendations. 

Tip: In any merger process, create a set of guiding principles or evaluative criteria. A shared set 
of criteria will assist groups in assessing options collectively, using a shared tool to ensure 

decisions align as closely as possible with core objectives. 

Of note, the committee developed a list of potential challenges to an ILS merger, including: 

● Cost – initially and ongoing 

● Training – staff and patron 

● Impacts on current system staff 
● Delivery 

● Perceived and current views of other systems 

● Life of the current ILS 

● State-level actions 

Many of these obstacles were also noted during the system merger process. Because ALS and LLS 

worked through issues like these during the ILS merger and subsequent migration process, they 

may have been tempered during the second process. 
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The committee explored several options through research and presentations and, using their 
established checklists, determined in early 2017 that joining SHARE functionally, financially, and 

culturally best met the needs of member libraries. 

System partnerships 

The ALS ILS Exploration Committee’s recommendation report stated that LLS stood out as a 

partner because “the LLS staff expressed a great interest in learning more about ALS, as well 
as a willingness to be flexible and supportive to the needs of the ALS libraries.” This flexibility 

and supportiveness does not have to come in the form of an ILS merger; it can be through 

other partnerships in which the systems share workflows and, importantly, decision-making. 

System collaborations may include a shared continuing education network, backup consulting 

arrangements, collaborative grant applications, time-limited special projects, and special 
group purchases to take advantage of a larger economy of scale. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Pre-Merger Partnerships 

Partnerships for ALS and LLS included cooperative contracts for communication, marketing, and IT 

support. ALS provided its members and LLS members with communication and marketing support, 
such as templates and materials promoting system-provided resources, while LLS provided 

support for the various components of the SHARE ILS software, hardware policy structure, and 

interconnected infrastructure, as well as network administration and IT support beyond the ILS. 
The systems identified member needs and partner strengths to cultivate these specific 
partnerships. 

Tip: For systems considering a merger, identify ways to formalize partnerships to build 

processes and shared culture. 

Shared culture 

A shared ILS and other partnerships can help two or more groups develop a shared 

organizational culture. Organizations may approach their work and, importantly, 
decision-making in very different ways. Some systems may be a little looser with their 

Public Library System Merger Guide | Phase I: Laying the Groundwork - 7 



approach, leaning on ad hoc committees to come together when needed, while others may 

have appointed standing committees that meet regularly. Systems use different voting 

procedures, communicate with staff and members using distinct methods, and may have 

varying ways to hire, promote, and even recognize staff performance, all developed over time 

and through unique experiences. 

Alignment of system leadership, especially system directors, is a key component of a 

successful merger process. System directors, while ensuring various stakeholders are 

involved, should expect to take on a leadership role, guiding the process through its phases. 
Having a shared game plan can help with communication, organization, and setting a tone of 
collaboration. 

When considering a system merger, organizational culture must be carefully considered; it can 

facilitate or hamper change. If there are insurmountable differences, such as staffing models 

that cannot align, decision-making processes that are at odds, or financial variations that 
members cannot support, it is better to know before starting a time-consuming merger 
exploration process. For factors to consider, see this list of Merger Compatibility 

Considerations. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Shared Culture 

ALS and LLS system staff complemented each other and understood, through experience, how 

each system worked. The system directors had worked together for several years and shared 

system priorities and values. In geography and membership, the systems had similarities: they 

each had libraries serving mid-size cities and libraries serving smaller populations in rural areas, 
all in the southeastern corner of the state. Both systems offered similar services to their members. 
Overall, the member libraries had important commonalities that supported the idea of a merger. 

Tip: Systems should articulate their organizational values and expectations and indicate what 
they are willing to be flexible about and what they would never change. 

Stakeholders are ready and supportive 

If key stakeholders, such as system directors, system staff, system board members, and, of 
course, member libraries, support a merger, the chances of success improve dramatically. 
Conversely, if those stakeholders are hesitant, the process may struggle. Therefore, it is 

imperative that systems engage with their stakeholders before undertaking a merger or 
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merger exploration process. This engagement can take many forms, including strategic 
planning, surveys, focus groups, conversations at existing meetings, and more. 

For systems, engaging with board members, especially those representing the county, may be 

useful. These members can be critical connections to county boards where a merger will need 

to be approved. Making sure that county stakeholders, along with member libraries and 

system staff and trustees, are informed of and engaged in the merger process, even before it is 

begun, may be a critical component in ensuring success. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Stakeholders Inform Next Steps 

A year prior to the merger exploration process, ALS underwent strategic planning to learn 

stakeholder priorities for the system in the coming years. As part of the process, two surveys were 

administered, both of which revealed two themes. First, member libraries needed services that 
ALS could not provide without either increasing costs, reducing existing services, or seeking to 

expand its capacity through a merger. Second, stakeholders were widely supportive of a system 

merger exploration. With those two pieces of information, ALS identified a system merger 
exploration process as a key strategic plan goal area. The plan, with this critical priority, was 

approved by the board, indicating more stakeholder support. 

Shortly thereafter, LLS surveyed its membership to understand its needs and willingness to 

explore a merger. Similar to ALS, survey respondents were in need of more services currently 

provided by the system and were willing to explore expanded partnerships, including a merger. 
The survey also identified what members felt would be potential benefits of a merger (potential 
for cost reductions, increased access to skills, specialties, and materials, etc.) as well as challenges 

(loss of voice in a larger system, small libraries could be marginalized, potential wait time increase 

related to technology service). This information was helpful once the merger began - system 

leadership, committee members, and project managers could gather information and formulate to 

leverage the benefits and prepare for potential challenges. 

Tip: Successful mergers often begin with the full support of the system; they are often in the 

best position to see how shared resources can improve member library experiences. 
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Identification of merger exploration purpose and potential benefits 

The result of stakeholder engagement should be a clear vision of why a merger should be 

undertaken and why the time is right. Any parties involved in a merger process should be able 

to clearly articulate the reasons for exploring a merger. Those reasons should be compelling 

and can be used to guide the merger process going forward. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Identification of Merger Purpose 

Through strategic planning, member engagement, and awareness of funding possibilities, ALS and 

LLS identified the following key benefits, conditions, and reasons for a timely merger exploration 

process: 

● Member libraries needed more services than either system could provide individually. 
● The timing was right - grant support was available at the time. 
● The systems had a strong history of partnership and shared culture. 
● The two systems had reached their collective capacity to work together as separate entities. 
● There were clear benefits and efficiencies to be gained. 

Tip: If you haven’t done so, you might consider undergoing a merger feasibility study to identify 

benefits, challenges, and, importantly, the likelihood that stakeholders will support a merger. 

Leveraging External Resources and Experts 

A system merger is a complicated endeavor organizationally, financially, and legally. The staff 
of the Library Services Team, subject experts within the Division for Libraries and Technology 

at the Department of Public Instruction, are particularly important resources that should be 

involved in a merger process, even as it is being formulated. From informal conversations to 

LSTA grant possibilities to a clear interpretation of state laws, the Library Services can and 

should be consulted at various stages of a merger. 

Funding the Merger Process 

Whether a consultant is hired to facilitate the process or not, a merger process has costs 

associated with it. Staff time, especially leadership time, and system resources will need to be 

dedicated to the merger process. This is particularly true in the implementation phase of a 

merger. Systems preparing for a merger process should identify funds that can be used to 

contract with consultants, hire temporary staff to add capacity during the process, and for 
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implementation costs. In some cases, there may be grant funding available to cover expenses, 
and in other cases, systems may need to have a budget approved to account for the costs. 

Explore Hiring an Outside Consultant 

It is highly recommended that systems exploring a merger hire an outside consultant to 

develop and facilitate the process. An outside perspective can lend the process a sense of 
objectivity, helping stakeholders trust the process and view it as having no pre-determined 

outcomes. Additionally, outside consultants can help take the burden of project development, 
management, and research off the shoulders of system staff. An outside consultant may also 

have specialized knowledge or experience that can benefit the merger process. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Funding and Process Facilitator 

The Division for Libraries and Technology manages state and federally-funded grants to eligible 

entities in Wisconsin. The Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) is the federal grant 
program for libraries in Wisconsin, administered at the federal level by the Institute of Museum 

and Library Services. This grant program funded the merger exploration process for ALS and LLS 

and allowed the two systems to hire WiLS (Wisconsin Library Services) to provide third-party 

facilitation and management services for this process. 

The Public Library Administration Consultant and Director of the Library Services Team provided 

early advice to the systems as the process was formulated and even wrote a letter of support for 
the merger recommendation report, which was a critical component when the two systems voted 

for the merger. 

Tip: DPI may be able to provide support for merger explorations or implementation through 

the LSTA process. Be mindful of LSTA budget timelines. DPI typically begins planning its 

budget in late summer/early fall, so systems looking for merger support will want to 

communicate with DPI accordingly. 
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Phase II: The Merger Exploration Process

Determining the Broader Decision-Making Process 

The decision-making process depends on the by-laws and organizational culture of each 

system. For a system merger, it is also based on statute. Understanding the cultural and legal 
pathways is critical and should be understood early in the merger process. The voting 

pathway has communication and timeline impacts that should be built into the process. More 

precisely, the merger committee should decide who votes and when. In the PLLS process, the 

pathway was fairly straightforward: the merger committee, each system board, and the 

different county boards. However, there may be some systems in which member libraries may 

expect to vote, and that should be carefully considered. 

Developing a Communications Plan 

Because a system merger exploration and implementation process contains multiple stages, 
decisions, and stakeholders, developing a standardized communication approach at the onset 
of merger discussions ensures everyone involved receives the same information on a 

consistent schedule. This is particularly important when considering variations that might 
exist between systems’ communication approaches or capacities. Developing a shared plan 

helps outline the agreed-upon approach and process. Keep in mind that there are times 

throughout the merger process when communications might require a staged roll-out to 

particular audiences such as merger exploration committee members, member libraries and/or 
their respective boards, county boards, etc. Be mindful to keep ahead of the communication 

pipeline. 

Here are three communication strategies that can help sustain a transparent, informative, and 

two-way process: 

1. At the outset, develop a communication plan that identifies audiences, tactics, 
timelines, and definitions around standard communication methods. The plan can also 

identify who is responsible for a particular task or section of the plan. See the PLLS 

communication plan for inspiration. 
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2. Create a single point of contact through a project-specific email account to ensure 

effective management of all questions or comments from stakeholders. 
3. Consider developing a public-facing webpage devoted to merger documentation, 

including meeting agendas and minutes, presentation materials, blog posts, and news 

releases, so the information is easily accessible. 

Below are links to sample communications, which will help you get an idea of what you 

should expect to prepare throughout the process. 

● Agenda template 

● Emails (sample) 
● Blog posts (sample) or newsletters (sample) 
● Informational handout (sample) 
● Infographics (sample) 
● Press releases (sample) 
● Presentation slide decks (sample) 
● News coverage (sample) 

Developing a merger process plan and timeline 

In addition to developing a communications plan, it is helpful to draft a process overview or 
plan that outlines the merger stages along with a general timeline of activities. This process 

overview and timeline have many purposes: they communicate the plan to all stakeholders, 
tell committee members what the process commitment is, and keep the project scoped and 

organized. 

The process and timeline can be detailed or more loosely defined. However, statutory 

deadlines can be helpful in building a timeline, and county and system board meetings should 

also be considered. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Process Overview and Timeline 

The system directors and WiLS collaboratively developed a three-phased approach. The first 
two phases focused on making a decision to merge (or not), and the third phase was 

dedicated to structural implementation or all of the practical and legal steps the two systems 

need to take to merge officially. The system directors created a spreadsheet of key statutory 

deadlines. 
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Tip: Be sure to consult the experts on the Library Services Team of the Division for 
Libraries and Technology, who can assist with identifying these deadlines. 

Guiding the process 

An early step in the merger process is for the involved systems to form a committee or team 

representative of different stakeholders to guide the process and act as liaisons. The 

committee should include equal members from involved systems, representation from 

member library directors, and consideration for libraries of different sizes and locations. This 

approach ensures that diverse viewpoints are considered during information gathering and 

factored into decision-making. 

A practical early step in a merger process is to schedule committee meetings for at least two 

hours on the same day each month. This may save time and the frustration of trying to find a 

convenient meeting time every month. While a longer meeting may not always be needed, it 
is much easier to shorten a meeting than extend it. 

Another early step is to ensure that the merger committee and stakeholders have a shared 

understanding of the existing landscape and vocabulary. Not everyone will come to the table 

with the same experiences or depth of knowledge. Providing the team with shared definitions 

and fundamental information will help with communication and informed decision-making. 

This first stage is the ideal time to develop guiding principles and decision-making pathways. 
Much like a timeline or project plan, these items help scope the process and, importantly, 
provide an agnostic, known method of making decisions. Guiding principles are essentially the 

criteria upon which the committee will make decisions, whether that is to explore a research 

question or ultimately support a merger. The decision-making pathway should rely upon 

guiding principles and articulate what will be considered during the merger process. Not all 
issues that come up during the merger process need to be considered and decided during the 

process itself. There will be items that are important but cannot be determined unless and 

until a merger occurs. For example, there are decisions that system leadership should defer to 

an implementation stage, such as those items related to staffing or the development of new 

system foundational elements. A decision-making pathway helps organize and communicate. 
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There are at least two different decision-making pathways that will need to be determined 

and followed throughout a merger process. 

● the internal committee decision-making process: structures what the committee will 
consider in their exploration and research 

● the broader decision-making pathway: considers and votes on the decision or decisions 

made by the merger committee. This may include member libraries, boards, and county 

voting bodies. This should be determined early in a merger process and shared broadly 

and more than once with system staff, member libraries, and other stakeholders. 

Finally, during this stage of merger work, process leadership must decide how to organize and 

track the process. Developing agreed-upon file-sharing tools, naming practices, and a central 
decision-tracking tool will serve the dual purpose of organizing a process and providing a 

clear communication pathway; the entire team knows where to look for information. 

Case Study: ALS and LLS Process Guidance 

In the PLLS process, the committee was provided with a system comparison to ensure a shared 

understanding of each system. ALS/LLS used this comparison template, which can be modified for 
other processes. 

The group also created a decision-making flowchart that was built upon the group’s guiding 

principles that an issue or idea would be considered if it would help the committee understand if 
and how a merger is an opportunity to save time, save money, improve services, grow existing 

partnerships and strengths of the systems, and do no harm. 

Tip: This brainstorming activity can generate issues from committee members while clearly 

linking them to the guiding principles. 

The process utilized a shared Google Drive workspace to share files and relied on a frequently 

evolving “Issues List” spreadsheet that organized the work of the committee and project managers 

into different areas of action—what the committee needed to work on, what a new system would 

be responsible for, and issues that were more or less steps that would need to happen should the 

merger be approved. This spreadsheet became one of the most integral tools of the process and 

provided a functioning roadmap. 

See this Issues Roadmap template for more details. 
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Additionally, the merger exploration committee was co-chaired by a representative from each 

system, alternating meeting chair responsibilities. 

Research and Information Gathering 

In a merger process, questions will need to be answered, and gathering data, information, and 

feedback is a key component. In many cases, system directors, project managers, and other 
process leaders will have a sense of what must be researched, documented, and determined. 
However, this part of the process can be an excellent way to have stakeholders set priorities 

for information gathering. A survey or questionnaire sent to member libraries, board members, 
and system staff may yield the research questions that most stakeholders need to have 

answered, at least to some degree, to support a merger. 

Common questions or concerns are often centered on budgetary impacts (will this change 

save or cost money?), workflow changes (will the merger change how the work at the library 

is accomplished, and if so, how?), organizational culture shifts (how will member libraries be 

connected?), and, importantly, impacts on the patron experience (will the merger increase or 
improve access for patrons?). 

Once the key research questions have been determined, a data action plan should be 

developed. Essentially, the merger leadership should decide how they will answer the 

primary questions. Will it be through research of existing data? Interviews with system staff 
who have experienced a similar process? Analysis of budgets? A survey or focus groups? This 

data plan can help organize the information-gathering portion of a process and keep it scoped 

and achievable. 

Case Study: The PLLS Research Process 

The merger committee used its Issues list to organize its research process. This list was developed 

through widespread input from member libraries and system staff. Member library directors, staff, 
and trustees, as well as system staff and trustees, responded to an input questionnaire asking for 
feedback related to a potential merger, including what questions the committee should ask and 

answer before a merger should be voted on. This input was incredibly thoughtful and immensely 

valuable. 
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The committee organized the issues into different categories, one of which was a list of questions 

that needed to be answered before the committee could vote to merge. 

The final list was: 

● How does this system merger contribute to the greater good of public library management 
in the state? 

● Can our study committee show evidence that our patrons could have improved access to 

materials with a merged system? 
● How can we ensure equitable representation of all libraries, communities, and counties in 

the new system? How will other member directors and libraries' voices and/or concerns be 

heard? 
● How might the relationship change between "SHARE" and the Kenosha Library system and 

other entities that ALS/LLS currently have contracts with, such as Southwest Library 

System (SWLS), academic libraries, etc.? 
● How might member library costs be impacted? 
● How could existing system staff be mapped to a new interim system staffing model? How 

could a new merged system staffing model improve member services? 
● Can our study committee show evidence that a merged system will result in more efficient 

use of staffing than is currently in place in our two systems? 
● Can our study committee show evidence that a merged system will be more efficient in the 

use of revenue? 
● What potential one-time costs exist to merge (i.e., IT infrastructure, new signs, legal fees, 

contract changes, server space, moving costs, etc.)? 
● Are the current server capacity and location in the Waterford Public Library of adequate size 

and the appropriate location if our systems merge? 
● What are the potential risks of not merging? 

To be on this list, an issue needed to help the committee understand if and how a merger would 

be an opportunity to use resources wisely, improve services, or grow existing partnerships and 

strengths of the systems and do no harm. 

Each priority issue became an issue paper, or part of an issue paper, with data and information for 
the committee to review in preparation for their recommendation vote. Subject-matter experts, 
such as technology staff and system leadership, drafted issue papers. 
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Drafting a Recommendations Report 

Ultimately, the merger exploration committee’s primary responsibility is to make an informed 

recommendation on whether or not a merger is feasible and advisable. Interested 

stakeholders benefit from a consolidated report that outlines the process, considerations, 
research, and decisions made by the exploration committee throughout their work. This report 
is useful in a variety of settings: 

● as a document for member libraries to share with local boards and staff members. 
● in presentations with county boards and/or county library planning committees. 
● to articulate intentions and recommendations clearly with the Department of Public 

Instruction and other adjacent organizations interested in a merger outcome. 
● as a way of capping the merger exploration experience by articulating to a broader, 

public audience the effort and work done by a group of volunteers. 

Additionally, coordinated messaging such as slide decks, newsletter articles, press releases, 
and other items can be drafted centrally and distributed to local audiences to ensure a 

consistent message is shared with key stakeholders across the system audiences. 

Case Study: The PLLS Recommendation Report 

Project managers drafted a recommendation report that provided an executive summary of key 

context and findings, an overview of the process, and, at its heart, answered the key research 

questions posed at the start of the process by including well-researched issue papers. See the 

ALS/LLS Recommendation Report from the Joint Merger Exploration Committee for more details. 

Closing out the Exploratory Portion of the Process 

Once the recommendation report is complete, the merger committee or system leadership will 
use the pre-determined decision-making pathways to decide if a merger should be pursued. 
That may mean the committee voted to support the merger, or it may simply mean that this 

committee has completed its work and the recommendation is acceptable for other bodies to 

consider. In either case, this phase of work is an important communication point, and system 

leadership should inform the many stakeholders about the process’s output and next steps. If 
the committee or team has completed its work, they should be thanked for their service and 

clearly understand the next steps. 
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Case Study: The PLLS Merger Exploration Committee Vote 

The PLLS merger committee used the recommendation report and its various issue papers to 

determine if they could vote for a merger. This vote would be the first official hurdle the merger 
would face. Based on the findings in the report, the committee voted at the end of the phase to 

recommend the merger. There was one dissenting vote from a committee member who felt there 

was insufficient specificity to vote confidently for the merger. This hesitancy required the project 
managers, system leadership, and committee members to pivot some work in the next phase. 
However, at this point, the merger exploration process became structural implementation. At this 

point, the committee achieved its primary purpose, and its work was complete. However, several 
of the committee members served on either the ALS or LLS board as well as county boards, 
meaning they had further roles in the merger process. 

Budgeting During a Merger Exploration Process 

In most merger processes, the timeline will likely require systems to develop different 
anticipatory budgets: one for a new system and one for a single system should the merger not 
be approved. It is highly recommended that the systems work collaboratively on a unified 

budget to avoid duplicative work. 

Identifying efficiencies or significant changes in the first iteration of a shared budget may 

prove too challenging, so it may be advisable to wait a full budget cycle before making any 

substantial changes. The one exception to this rule is making provisions for one-time 

merger-related costs. 

Considerations for one-time costs include: 
● Merging or replacing phone systems 

● New System branding materials such as a new system logo, brand kit, etc. 
● Filing fees for state or federal entity changes 

● Consulting services to support operational or service changes such as accounting or 
financial operations, strategic planning, human resources, delivery logistics, etc. 

● Moving expenses 

● Staffing expenses 

See Issue H paper (page 40) in the ALS/LLS Recommendation Report from the Joint Merger 
Exploration Committee. 
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Voting Pathways - System Boards 

System directors must guide the merger approval process through their own board processes 

and county pathways. System directors will have likely briefed their boards on the merger 
process using tools like standing agenda items and regular director reports. However, system 

board members may need more information and agenda time to confidently make decisions 

related to the merger. System directors should be ready to provide additional information and 

member library support to their local boards in addition to the recommendation report. It may 

be helpful to have member libraries and their boards submit letters of support to indicate that 
the member libraries welcome the system merger. Gathering letters of support is also a step 

that could take place as part of the recommendation report process, with letters being part of 
the report appendix. 

The order in which the different system boards vote is likely dependent on timing. If possible, 
a vote can take place at a standing meeting. However, depending on the committee's timeline, 
a special meeting may need to be held. 

Case Study: System Board Support 

The lone dissenting vote on the merger exploration committee came from a system board member 
(and the county board). This early indication helped the system leaders understand gaps in the 

merger exploration process and recommendation report. It allowed for what turned out to be an 

extraordinarily important and helpful pivot. 

Using the Annual DPI System Plan to articulate the vision of the newly merged system was a 

critical tool in securing board approval votes. Rather than rely only on the recommendation report, 
system directors created an Annual System Plan for the new yet unnamed system, which gave 

system and county boards a clearer sense of how a new system would operate. The system 

directors added content beyond what DPI required. The system plan was ratified by the system 

boards before going to the county level and submitted to DPI in advance of 2023. By pivoting and 

being flexible in approach, the process addressed the concerns concretely in that document, 
providing system trustees and county officials with the assurance they were looking for. Both 

system boards voted unanimously to support the merger and formation of a new system. 

Tip: Strong communication between system directors and system boards can benefit this 

step. Board members will feel informed and ready to vote, and system directors will know 

if they need to pivot or provide more information to satisfy board members. 
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Voting Pathways - County Boards 

Every county will have different ways of considering a library system merger. It is critical for 
system directors to seek out the county’s preferences and official practices well before the 

actual vote takes place. System directors should request meetings with the leadership of each 

member county. These meetings, which can clarify how each county conducts official business, 
might include county executives, administrators, county supervisors with a keen interest, and 

county chairs. 

As the system boards move towards merger approval, system directors should activate the 

county process by sending formal letters requesting a resolution of approval for the merger. 
These letters lay out the high-level case for the merger and may include pre-drafted board 

resolutions approving the merger and member library board letters of support. Once 

scheduled for consideration, system directors will present at the board of supervisors for each 

county and shared library system. 

Tip: Having champions at the county board supervisor level who have been on the merger 
committee can be extremely valuable and expedite moving forward. 
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Phase III: Structural Implementation

Statutory Compliance 

With the necessary approvals in place, systems should now take steps to be in statutory 

compliance and organizationally ready. This work can be facilitated by reviewing statutes, 
building a checklist, and integrating it into the project timeline. 

Below are some of the agreements, plans, and procedures that a new system will need to 

develop or update: 

● Intersystem agreements. These agreements with adjacent library systems may only 

entail name changes. 
● Member library agreements. The new system should ensure the updated member 

library agreements are aligned with statutory requirements and may even consider an 

“auto-renewing” agreement. 
● Resource library agreements. An agreement may need to be determined earlier in the 

process and may, in fact, be one of the research questions that must be addressed 

during the merger exploration. 
● System board apportionment and appointments 

● County plans of library service. Since a county is required to develop a county library 

plan to be part of a library system, a new plan will need to be developed, though, in 

the first year, counties may decide to simply keep the existing terms. 

Case Study: PLLS Agreements of Interest 

Resource library agreements. To sidestep potential pitfalls, PLLS decided to have two resource 

libraries: Racine Public Library, the resource library for Lakeshores Library System, and Hedberg 

Public Library in Janesville, the resource library for Arrowhead Library System. The resource 
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library agreement terms were kept essentially the same as before the merger. Should it become 

necessary to renegotiate this model, PLLS can do that as an independent process. 

Board apportionment and appointments. PLLS settled on a 15-member board as a template and 

apportioned membership by county population per statute; Racine County appoints six trustees, 
Rock County appoints five trustees, and Walworth County appoints four trustees. 

County plans of library service. The PLLS System Plan indicated that each county will consider 
the terms of their pre-merger plan as applicable to the new system. This method provided 

breathing room for the counties to work on new plans on their timelines (see the post-merger 
interview for more on this). 

Organizational Readiness 

Systems must agree on how board-level decisions will be made before the new system's first 
day. Options include each system board meeting and taking action independently, having both 

full system boards meet together to take action, or having a subset of board members make 

shared operational decisions. 

While the new system's early actions center on ensuring compliance, it also needs to focus on 

essential day-one readiness activities. The new system will want to list these functions and 

prioritize the list based on criticality. Below are just some considerations: 

● System staffing and roles, especially related to the director position (i.e., Will an 

existing director fill the role, or will a hiring process need to take place?). 
● New system identity (name, logo, and other branding considerations). 
● The new system “shell” is ready to go. Since the new system will be a new legal entity, 

the forms, documents, and pathways will need to be ready. 
● The system will be able to receive state aid. 
● The system’s Federal and state legal status (Federal EIN) must be ready. 
● A functional budget should be in place. 
● Staff must be paid and provided with uninterrupted access to benefits (healthcare, 

dental, WRS, etc.). 
● The staff must communicate effectively through processes and tools (email addresses, 

access to shared folders, etc.). 
● Ownership of delivery vans or any other leased equipment may need to be determined. 
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● Maintain administration and access to grant funds, which may require communicating 

changes with granting agencies. 
● The list of system vendors needs to be updated, and system vendors need to know 

about the change. 

While the list of priority functions is helpful, it will unavoidably be incomplete. Any systems 

(or other organizations) going through a merger will undoubtedly miss some details and must 
be prepared to make additions and sometimes quick decisions. 

Case Study: PLLS Organizational Preparation 

Staffing. Overall staffing of PLLS was an Issue Paper in the recommendation report. The merger 
exploration committee recommended that any staffing model adopted adhere to the agreed-upon 

process principles, especially Do No Harm, and provide the initial staff structure necessary to 

maintain pre-merger service levels with minimal disruption to staff compensation and benefits. 
More informally, the directors of LLS and ALS agreed to fill the roles of director and assistant 
director to ease the first year of transition. 

Name and logo. The Merger Exploration Committee started the naming of the new system by 

generating a list of possibilities, but the system staff refined the name and developed the PLLS 

logo, colors, and brand package. The respective boards approved these items before Day I. 

The new system's “shell.” The new system was built using Lakeshore's structure while it was 

being created, and then, on day one, the name of LLS was changed to Prairie Lakes Library 

System. This was an efficient method in part because ALS, as a single-county system, was 

considered a department of Rock County, whereas LLS, as a multi-county system, was not. 

The First Months 

The first months, realistically, are a time of rapid learning, constant adaptation, and, to borrow 

a metaphor, flying the plane while still building it. Leadership in the new system needed to 

devote time to building staff, board, and member culture and processes, procedures, and 

policies to ensure long-term sustainability. Regardless of preparation, system directors and 

staff should expect the first months of the new system to require near-constant care and a 

good deal of time. 

This post-merger phase of work will likely rely heavily on the new system board. The board 

will minimally need to: 
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● Approve the first budget for the system 

● Develop an advisory committee 

● Approve important initial policies 

The system board will also need to learn to work together officially. Even if systems and their 
boards are well-aligned, as was the case with ALS and LLS, each system's staff, board, and 

members will have different ways of going about their work. The first months of a new system 

will require a constant emphasis that system operations and oversight are under construction 

and that changes should be made through open discussion. This time may also be used as an 

opportunity to reforge processes or procedures that were less than ideal. 

Case Study: The First Few Months as PLLS 

While addressing day-to-day, mission-critical tasks, PLLS also focused on long-term planning to 

ensure the new system's overall health. This involved creating a shared identity while maintaining 

existing service quality. 

Early in the new system’s implementation, PLLS established foundational elements such as 

mission, vision, and value statements through a strategic planning process. This collaborative 

effort included input from member library staff, boards, and system staff to ensure the entire 

system aligned with these essential defining features. System staff felt the weight of responsibility 

to prove that the merger was worth it to the members. 

One Year Post Merger Decision 

Going through the merger process and diving into implementation offers a rich set of 
experiences and real-time learning opportunities. In this interview, Steve Platteter, Deputy 

Director of Prairie Lakes Library System and Steve Ohs, Director of Prairie Lakes Library 

System, share their Year One experiences on topics of frequent interest, from workplace 

culture to finances. 
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Appendix A: All About Public Library Systems 

Public Library Systems in Wisconsin exist in 
order to broaden the reach of resources and 
services across member libraries and the 
communities they serve. Systems and their 
member libraries rely on cooperative 
agreements and resource sharing to reduce 
duplication of services, increase buying power, 
and share costs. 

Public libraries and systems are regulated to 
some extent by the state under Chapter 43. 
For the most part, these statutes exist to 
provide a minimum definition and standard of 
what a library is and how it is governed. In 
terms of library systems, it defines what 
minimum services must be provided. Library 
systems and the statutes governing them were 
developed in the early 1970s. The first four library systems were established under the new 
law in 1973. In 1981, Kenosha and Waukesha County Federated library systems were the last 
of 17 systems to be created. Since then, two changes have been made to the system footprint, 
both in 2016. Waukesha County and Jefferson County formed the Bridges Library System, and 
the Monarch Library System arose from the merger of the Eastern Shores Library System and 
the Mid-Wisconsin Library System. 

In order to be in compliance with state law, a system must provide/maintain: 

● Written member agreements with all libraries 
● Back-up reference, information, and interlibrary loan services from the system resource 

library 
● Resource sharing and delivery 
● Service agreements with the adjacent library system 
● Consulting services 
● Cooperation with other types of libraries in the system area (academic, school, private, 

correctional institutions) 
● Written technology and resource-sharing plans submitted to the Department of Public 

Instruction (DPI) 
● Additionally, a system can spend no more than 20% of state aid on administrative 

costs. 

Systems can certainly provide more than the statutorily required services, and in fact, many 
systems do so in response to member needs. These services may include marketing and 
library promotion, data management of the Integrated Library System (ILS), otherwise known 
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as the shared catalog, Information Technology (IT) services such as network support, the 
convening of meetings and development of relationships across and among member libraries, 
and other services as determined by the system board in consultation with participating 
libraries. 

Related documents: 

● Creating Effective Systems - 2013 report 
● Library Systems and Mergers overview slide deck 

Understanding System Funding 

It is helpful to understand that, by and large, counties do not provide direct operational 
funding support to public library systems. Any monies that do flow from counties to library 
systems are typically for county resident library usage reimbursements triggered by state 
statute. Counties are required by state statute to reimburse public libraries for usage by their 
county residents who live in a municipality that does not maintain a public library. These 
communities are sometimes referred to as non-libraried. A library tax is levied to county 
residents, calculated on the previous year's library usage by that specific population. State 
statute requires a county to reimburse libraries, both within their county and in adjacent 
counties, for non-libraried resident usage at a rate of at least 70% of the cost to provide 
library services. 

Public Library Systems receive the mainstay of their funding through state aid appropriations. 
The state legislature appropriates system aid from the state’s Universal Service Fund 
(assessments placed on telecommunications providers), not from General Purpose Revenue 
(sales and income tax). Any efficiencies gained or improved return on investment brought 
about by a potential merger relates directly to the spending of state aid by public library 
systems and should not impact county reimbursements for library use. 

For more information, see FAQ about County Library Funding and State Funding for Libraries -
the Universal Service Fund. 
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Appendix B: Public Library System Merger Checklist 

Phase I: Laying the Groundwork 

Build, document, and assess relationships and partnerships with merger candidate 
Perform feasibility activities (examples include member surveys, staff engagement, system 
compatibility assessment, identification of merger benefits, etc.) 
Reach out to external experts, especially the Library Services Team at DPI for guidance and 
support 
If possible, hire an outside consultant to facilitate the process 
Identify grant possibilities to help support a merger effort 

Phase II: The Merger Exploration Process 

Determine the decision-making process (i.e., what bodies vote and at what point) 
Create a communication plan that includes key stakeholders, including staff, member libraries, 
trustees, and county officials 
Develop a timeline using statutory deadlines as guideposts 
Form a representative merger committee/team 
Schedule merger committee meetings 
Develop project principles 
Develop project-tracking mechanisms 
Determine research questions (i.e., the questions that must be answered for members, boards, and 
county officials to vote in support of a merger) 
Perform research 
Complete report/materials that articulate the findings and recommendations of the merger 
committee 
Committee votes 
Potentially, members vote 
System boards and county supervisors vote 

Phase III: Structural Implementation 

Determine how system boards will make decisions before the official merger takes place 
Update intersystem agreements 
Update member library agreements 
Update resource library agreements 
Determine board apportionment and appointments 
Update county plans of library service 
Determine new system identity (name, logo, mailing address, federal and state legal status 
(Federal EIN), etc.) 
Determine and prepare for Day I priorities 
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Appendix C: Merger Compatibility Considerations 

Decision-making 

● How do shared decisions get made in your system? How do they get made in a potential merger 
partner’s system? Example: one library, one vote, or weighted voting? 

● What types of issues or questions are determined through voting? 
● What differences exist? 
● Is your system willing to change how it makes decisions? 

Staffing 

● What staffing roles does your system need? What are your staffing strengths? How does this 

align with the potential merger partner’s system? 
● Comparing organizational charts, where are there overlapping and unique roles? 
● What, if any, differences exist between the two systems' compensation packages? 
● Based on member needs, what is your system willing to change? What is your system unwilling 

to change? 
● Can an interim staffing plan offer a pathway for the next 3-5 years if necessary? 

Finances and funding 

● How do member libraries pay for services, especially the ILS? How are system services funded? 
Is it different in a potential merger partner’s system? 

● If there are differences, can a path forward be realistically identified? 
● How does a merger impact the financial picture of the system? How would the financial picture 

change for the member libraries? 
● Is your system willing to change how system services are funded? 

Organizational culture 

● What are the ways in which your system already partners or works with a potential merger 
partner system? 

● When considering these partnerships, what processes have been adopted that could be useful 
to consider or apply to a merged system, if any? 

● How does your staff prefer to meet? How do your members prefer to meet? Are there meeting 

practices (Robert’s Rules, agenda preparation, etc.) that system stakeholders use? Does this 

align with a potential merger partner’s preferences, needs, and practices/ 
● Is your system willing to change how and when they meet and the processes they follow? 
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Geography and size 

● What is the distance between the two furthest member libraries? Are there realistic places and 

methods that would allow equitable access to system meetings and connection opportunities? 
● How many member libraries are part of the potential merger partner system? Does the total 

number of members make building culture, sharing information, etc., difficult? Are there ways to 

navigate around those challenges? 

Board composition 

● How does your system apportion board appointments? How does the potential merger partner 
system apportion its board appointments? 

● How and when does your system board meet? Does this differ from the potential merger partner 
system? 

● Is your system board willing to change how it is populated and when and how they meet? 
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Appendix D: Annotated Sample Meeting Agenda for 
System Merger 

[System] Exploration Committee | Meeting Agenda 
Date, Time 
Meeting location (via Zoom*) 

1. Call to Order / Roll Call / Welcome Guests (Chair) 

2. Public Comment (Chair) [make sure to allow time for stakeholder or other public comment] 

3. Approval of previous meeting minutes (Chair) 

4. Informational and Discussion: Survey Results (Project Managers) [it is helpful to identify agenda 

items by the intended action being proposed. Is the item informational only, warrants discussion that 
committee members should be prepped for, or are you asking the committee to take some sort of 
action] 

5. Discussion: The Issues List (Project Managers) 

6. Informational, Discussion and Possible Action: Updates and Possible Next Steps (System Directors 

and Project Managers) 

7. Discussion and Possible Action – Development of an Initial Name for the New System (System 

Directors) 

Background: System communications staff have prepared a short list of suggested system names for 
the committee to consider. [it is helpful to provide background and what to expect during the meeting 

sections] 

During the meeting: While the committee ultimately can only make a recommendation to the two 

system boards, we may solicit endorsement from the committee for a particular name. 

8. Informational: Communications Update (Project Managers) 

Additional documentation: [it is helpful to link documents such as written reports, updates to a 

planning document, or report here] 

9. Discussion: Review Meeting Outcomes and Next Meeting Needs (Project Managers) 

10. Adjourn (Chair) 

Next meeting: Date, time, location 

Meeting connection information 

*Join Zoom Meeting 
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Appendix E: System Comparison 

System Comparison 

*Amt. of State Aid / (Total Resident Pop + Total Extended Pop) 
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Service / Data Point System A System B 

Number of Member Libraries 

System Resource Library 

Member library by locale 
(Locale codes, found in IMLS data, allow 
users to identify whether libraries are in 
cities, suburbs, towns, or rural areas.) 

Counties represented 

Office headquarters 

Number of residents served (most recent 
annual report data) 

● Resident population 
● Extended county population 

Square mileage served 

Adjacent System(s) 

Amount of state aid for most recent year 

Budget spend per capita* 

Annual budget for 2022 

Number of system staff 

Consulting focus/expertise 



Governance of each system 

General description of board membership and process (number of board members, how they are 

elected/appointed, length of terms, etc.) 
System A: 

System B: 

Mode of meeting and frequency 

System A: 

System B: 

Decision-making 

System A: 

System B: 

Member Participation/Communication 

Regular meetings (Frequency, who attends, etc.) 
System A: 

System B: 

How the system communicates with members (communication channels, messaging, etc.) 
System A: 

System B: 

How member views and/or feedback are solicited and used for decision-making (not sure if this is 

necessary or can be wrapped up in the other two questions) 
System A: 

System B: 
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Appendix F: Library System Merger Exploration 

Communication Plan 

Goal: Open, transparent, two-way communication 

This exploratory process will rely on transparency and will hinge on open, honest communication. The 

Committee will be responsive to stakeholders and receptive to their input throughout the process. 

Committee Email Account 

The Exploratory Committee’s email account will be checked by the process facilitators daily. All 
communications will be shared with the Committee in advance of the upcoming meeting. 

Committee Meetings 

The Lakeshores Library System will create a Merger Exploration page on their website. 
Agendas and minutes will be posted to this site along with communications sent to the Committee. 
Meetings will be posted on System websites a week before, along with an agenda and if virtual, a link 

for the public to join the meeting. Draft minutes will be posted within one week of the meeting and final 
minutes will be posted as soon as approved by the Committee. 

Committee Members 

Because the Committee is made up of library directors and system trustees there is a likelihood that a 

quorum of the body may be present at any meeting of the system boards or the system library advisory 

councils. When this occurs, the committee members may share information and gather feedback, 
however, no business of the Committee should be discussed or acted upon. 

Communication Materials 

Materials created and shared throughout the process will be saved in a Google Drive folder containing 

all public documents related to this ongoing process. 
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Communication Matrix 

Tactic Stakeholder(s) Timing Description 

Blog posts Member libraries, 
trustees, municipal and 
county leaders, 
community members 

Monthly, within a 
week of preceding 
Committee 
meeting 

Short post that will be shared on 
the project web page that provides 
highlights of Committee work. 

Newsletter articles 
(using existing 
system newsletter) 

Member libraries and 
trustees 

Monthly; in 
newsletter that 
follows most 
recent meeting 

Short article that provides 
highlights of Committee work. 

Updates at System 
Board Meetings -
standing agenda 
item 

System trustees Monthly Brief updates, provided by the 
planning committee as bullet 
points, to be shared by a member 
of the planning committee 

Updates at 
Directors Meeting 
for each System -
standing agenda 
item 

Member libraries Monthly Brief updates, provided by the 
planning committee as bullet 
points, to be shared by a member 
of the planning committee 

Updates at county 
meetings 

Government officials 
and stakeholders 

As needed, phase 
II or III 

System directors should request 
time for a brief update and 
conversation on meeting agenda 

Updates at/for 
member library 
boards and 
municipal leaders, 
as appropriate 

Member libraries and 
trustees; municipal 
leaders; and 
community members 

As needed, phase 
II or III 

Brief updates, provided by the 
planning committee as bullet 
points, to be shared by a member 
of the planning committee; 
Committee members may request 
time on agendas for updates and 
conversation 

Press releases / 
newspaper article 
content 

Community members As needed, phase 
II or III 

Short article that provides 
highlights of Committee work. 
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Appendix G: Sample Facilitation Documents 

Brainstorming Activity 

1. List all the issues that you can that you think you need to have information for or all the 

questions that you think need to be answered for a successful merger. 

Issue / Question Need to have answered to 
make merger decision 

Can be answered after merger 
decision made 

Example: Member libraries will 
have access to more services 

Yes 

Example: Where will system 
headquarters be located? 

Yes 

2. Are there any ways that you can think of that would measure if a merger did the following or 
what would be the best way to show the value proposition of a merger. 

Improve 
Services 

Improve patron access to materials, 
programming, support, awareness of 
library offerings, etc.) 

Enhance system strengths and leverage 
staff skills 

Save 
Time 

Streamline decision making/ 

Streamlined service Provision (delivery, 
shared resources, training, etc.) 

Save 
Money 

Reduce overhead, leverage economies 
of scale, maximize state aid impact 

Do no 
harm 
principle 

System services are maintained or 
improved / System(s) remain in 
compliance 
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Decision-Making Flowchart 
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Appendix H: Issues Roadmap 

Issue/Question/Need 
Possible 

Action 

By 

Whom 

When (what 
meeting) 

Tie in to Value 

Proposition 

Identify any disruption in service to our 
patrons during a potential merger and 

develop timelines and communication 

plan 

Determine what (if any) changes are 

needed to ILL delivery for continued 

success, including answer questions 

such as How will delivery change? Is 

there evidence that our delivery 

system will be more efficient with a 

merged system? 

What is the Committee's Resource 

Library recommendation for new 

system (What will be the role of the 

resource libraries? Can we have two 

resource libraries? Is there one for the 

whole to-be system or will the 

existing resource library always 

function in theory as the RL in their 
county? ) 

Recommendation for new system 

board characteristics: size/number of 
seats and apportionment by county, 
when it will be formed 

Initial new system 

administrator/director recommendation 

developed for new system board 

Initial general staffing policy approved 

by new system board 
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Year-1 roadmap of system activities 

and service priorities recommendation 

developed for new system board 

Initial budget structure 

recommendation developed for new 

system board 

Research needs to be done to explore 

process of separating from Rock 

County to better understand potential 
pain points 

Develop recommendations related to 

HR planning. Staff benefits - (how will 
their benefits be determined - same 

retirement system? sick days/vac 
days/etc) 

Develop initial salary & benefits policy 

recommendation developed for new 

system board 

Ensure clear, open communication and 

consider: How will the public be 

notified about the merger, will the 

public have the ability to comment, 
will anything about the merger be 

explained in plain language to the 

various system customers. 

Develop recommendations for training 

and transitional communications for 
staff. 
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Appendix I: Definitions 

To increase clarity, here are a few helpful definitions for words and phrases used throughout the guide: 

Arrowhead Library System (ALS) - The Arrowhead Library System was established in 1974 to 
coordinate and expand Rock County’s public library services. It was a rare single-county library system. 

Department of Public Instruction (DPI) - The DPI is the state agency that advances public education 
and libraries in Wisconsin. 

Division for Libraries and Technology (DLT) - The division within DPI responsible for libraries in 
Wisconsin. The division acts as the State Library Agency and is often referred to in state statute as 
“The Division.” 

Feasibility Study - Process to assess the practicality and likelihood of a proposed project, in this case, 
a merger. A feasibility study may be part of an overall merger exploration. 

Lakeshores Library System (LLS) -The Lakeshores Library System was created in 1979 to coordinate 
and expand Racine and Walworth counties’ public library services. 

Library Services - The specific team at DPI that oversees and provides support to libraries throughout 
Wisconsin. This team houses library subject-matter experts within DPI. 

Merger - The combination of two or more organizations into a new singular entity. While there are 
examples of libraries or groups of libraries joining an existing library system, for the purposes of this 
guide, a merger refers explicitly to two independent library systems merging operations to form a new 
system. 

Merger Exploration - The process and activities that lead to members, board trustees, and other 
official bodies voting on a binding motion to combine independent organizations or systems. 

Merger Exploration Committee - The group that leads the merger exploration process efforts. 
Typically, the members of the committee are appointed by the boards of participating systems. It 
should contain members representing the system board, different counties, member libraries, and 
system staff. 

Prairie Lakes Library System (PLLS) - One of fifteen Wisconsin library systems, established on 
January 1, 2023, through the merger of Arrowhead Library System and Lakeshores Library System. 
PLLS serves member and affiliate member libraries in Racine, Rock, and Walworth counties. 

SHARE Consortium - An automation and resource-sharing partnership. Membership may include 
public libraries, individual K-12 schools, school districts, and other types of agencies. Prairie Lakes 
Library System provides behind-the-scenes technical and administrative support for SHARE. Before 
the formation of the Prairie Lakes Library System, the Lakeshores Library System provided this 
support. 
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