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I dedicate this book to all librarians, information professionals,
and library supporters around the world who want to understand
how to promote this essential industry and how to keep it strong,
respected, and funded for decades to come.
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Foreword

It has never been unusual for library staff members to become accidental library marketers. In challenging economic times in particular, when budgets are tight and staff is under pressure, marketing often creeps into day-to-day responsibilities or jumps into a job description under the “other duties as assigned” category.

Author Kathy Dempsey knows that this is often the route that propels a library staff member to marketing duties. Accidental marketers start out developing handy program fliers or developing attractive computer graphics. Then, wham! Marketing, or what passes for marketing, begins to take up 30 percent, 50 percent, or possibly 100 percent of their day.

Even if this hasn’t happened to you (yet), there are myriad reasons to begin implementing the principles in this book. Good marketing saves your library money in the long run, gives you a clear picture of your potential audiences, and helps enhance your stature in the community. If you begin thinking and working like a marketing manager, you will develop the tools to craft and implement a well thought out marketing plan that complements your strategic and communications plans. And, as the author points out, “When an entire organization coordinates all of its plans at the highest levels, it helps ensure that everyone involved is working in concert toward the most important goals.”

So when Dempsey asks, “How did we get here?” you will know that—unlike Alice Through the Looking Glass or Dorothy in Oz—she will provide a clean and concise road map to help review where you were, determine where you are now, and plan for where you want to be. Although she notes that marketing is not a linear process, she gives you a practical and descriptive guide to find your way through the marketing maze. If you follow her tips, you will graduate from accidental marketer to professional and proactive marketer. Dempsey’s book puts you on the fast track and helps you avoid the pitfalls that ensnare marketing amateurs.

Looking back, I wish that I’d had this reference book when I became the director of a small public library. I missed the many vital services provided by the marketing department in my previous job. So, I began my marketing career by trial and error—designing fliers and writing press releases. How invaluable this book would have been in saving me time and effort!

Dempsey understands the accidental marketer phenomenon because of her many years working in libraries, journalism, and marketing. Building on her eclectic career, she began editing the newsletter Marketing Library Services in 1994—and, as she says, “… soaked up an incredible amount of information and best practices.” She is an author and consultant, and often shares sage advice on the American Library Association (ALA) discussion list PRTALK. She took all her professional experiences and combined these with current research, networking, and good sense to put together a highly readable and lively text.

Given her firm belief in the value of libraries, throughout the book she illustrates the many ways that marketing can demonstrate the financial and social worth of the institution. She gives ample examples and an expanded appendix, with everything put into an up-to-date global perspective. In fact, her snappy comebacks about why we still need libraries alone are well worth the price of the book. It may even nudge you down the road of becoming a fledgling accidental library marketer!

—Judith Gibbons

Judith Gibbons is a writer and consultant based in Versailles, Kentucky, and a living example of the accidental library marketer. She was recently elected to ALA Council. Judith currently serves as Chair of the ALA Advocacy Training Sub-Committee and as a member of the John Cotton Dana Library Public Relations Award Committee. She is a Past-President of Southeastern Library Association and a Past-Chair of the ALA Public Awareness Committee.
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Introduction

As I type these first words of my book, it’s March 17—St. Patrick’s Day. I’m not really superstitious, but I figure it can’t hurt to invoke the luck of the Irish as I begin this massive project. It’s always good to have a little extra luck, right?

Alas, many people think that success in library marketing and promotion depends on luck—but nothing could be further from the truth. Simply making some fliers and trying to get your programs announced in the local paper aren’t enough, and no amount of luck will change that.

What most library employees don’t realize is that there’s a way to practically guarantee success in their promotional endeavors. Oddly enough, it’s called “marketing.” When you really understand and follow the concepts as they’re laid out in the business world, you go through certain steps that take the guesswork out of the process. This is what I’ve come to call “true marketing.” But since most people who promote their libraries end up doing so by accident, they’ve never learned these steps to success. That’s where this book comes in.

The Accidental Library Marketer fills a need for library professionals and paraprofessionals who find themselves in an awkward position: They need to promote their libraries and services in the age of the internet, but they’ve never been taught how to do so effectively.

If you’re a newcomer to marketing, the following chapters will give you a solid foundation. If you’ve already been promoting your library, this book will deliver explanations that will help you make sense of things. Even if you’ve been “marketing” for years, it will help you refine your processes and strategies. And for all of you who’ve done promo campaigns that have fallen short of your expectations, it will help you understand why and show you how to be more successful next time.


In these pages, I’ll take the essential business concepts of true marketing, translate them into words that you can understand (and even enjoy), and relate them directly to library issues. I’ll blend rules with advice and real-life examples from your colleagues in the trenches. And along the way I’ll provide some ideas for fun promotions and interesting projects. You’ll also find ways to answer the agonizing question: “Why do we need libraries when everything’s on the internet?”

In some ways, I’m an accidental marketer myself. About 15 years ago, my lifelong devotion to libraries, my years of paraprofessional work, and my journalism degree all converged perfectly when I was hired as editor of the Marketing Library Services (MLS) newsletter, published by Information Today, Inc. (Could that have just been luck?) Since I took over MLS back in 1994, I’ve soaked up an incredible amount of information and best practices. I’ve talked with people from all over the U.S., and some from other countries. I’ve read countless stories of marketing campaigns, both successes and failures. I’ve reviewed lots of books and written tons of articles. I’ve attended a great many marketing workshops and conference sessions, and have presented some of my own as well. A few years back, I started my own marketing consulting service called Libraries Are Essential (www.librariesareessential.com). In 2008, I began contributing to a library marketing blog called The ‘M’ Word (themwordblog.blogspot.com). And now I want to compile all of this knowledge and experience into one book, to create a clear, practical, A-to-Z summary of how true marketing can work for librarians.

I want to ensure that libraries, with their vast wealth of information, and librarians, with their incredible knowledge, will always be around. Don’t you? It’ll take a lot more than luck to do that. So join me on this journey to see exactly how proven, wellplanned promotional techniques can raise the public’s awareness of and respect for the libraries we all love.







Chapter 1

How and Why People Become Accidental Marketers

The general public just doesn’t value libraries as much as it used to. That change in attitude has led to less respect and, often, less funding. You don’t have to do any in-depth research to find out how our field got into this predicament, but here’s a brief synopsis.

How Did We Get Here?

Back in the old days—about 20 whole years ago—most libraries were still enjoying the status they’d always had. They were important because they held information and other treasures that weren’t available elsewhere. Enter the internet in the mid-1980s. It was set up to make information sharing easier and faster, initially only for organizations such as the military and research universities. Of course it’s hard to keep a good thing quiet, and in 1988 the internet was opened to commercial interests. The Mosaic browser was released in 1993, and as more-user-friendly interfaces were created and more cities were wired for internet connections, usage grew exponentially. As it became easier to access and share information, libraries’ proud place as The Great Repository was diminished. And now, with a solid generation of “digital natives” (kids who always had this technology growing up) in place, too often we hear the question, “We have the internet; why do we still need libraries?”

Hence, our current situation. When many of today’s librarians were studying for their masters’ degrees, there were no classes in marketing or promotion because nobody really needed them. (Ditto for classes in fundraising, business practices, computer technology, and many other subjects that matter today.) Consequently, many people who’ve worked their way into management positions don’t have any background in the subject. Sadly, the “everything’s already online” mindset has now made it absolutely crucial to promote libraries’ valuable, authoritative collections and librarians’ expertise in finding trustworthy info. Trouble is, many of today’s library schools still don’t teach much marketing.

Where Are We Now?

So most library managers don’t have this expertise, nor do many new hires. And we’re already deep enough in that budgets have been slashed, and therefore people can’t afford to hire extra staff (let alone professional marketers) to fight the myth that libraries don’t matter anymore. This is a Catch-22, and one that we’re going to have to work hard to dig out of.

It’s essential that we change this situation, and change people’s minds about libraries, for several reasons. Chief among these, of course, is saving our own jobs. But it’s more than that. At the risk of sounding pompous, I’ll say that I think we need to save people from themselves, from their own ignorance. If the supposedly learned mayors and deans and governors and CEOs and legislators truly believe that we don’t need libraries, and they stop funding them, what will happen to the world’s records? All the history, the memories, and the treasures? You can’t just lock them up in old buildings and hope nothing will happen to them. They need active preservation—and often digitization. And what of the new information being released today? Who will organize and interpret it? Piling documents into computer folders isn’t enough. Who will help new generations learn about their world? What about literacy? I don’t want to get too philosophical, so I’ll stop here. Suffice it to say that, if you’re reading this book, you understand many of the reasons why libraries, in one form or another, need to continue no matter how much technology gets involved with information.

This belief that libraries aren’t essential anymore pervades too much of our society. It’s time to fight it as if you’re fighting for your very existence—because you are.

For additional motivation, check out some examples of how society views our industry. The 2007 documentary The Hollywood Librarian (www.hollywoodlibrarian.com) contains a nice historical glimpse of how librarians have been portrayed in various movies. Each issue of the newsletter Marketing Library Services (MLS; www.infotoday.com/mls) includes a department called “Spectacles: How Pop Culture Sees Librarians,” which mentions new movies and books and comics and advertisements that portray us to the world. “Spectacles” is written by Ruth Kneale, a special librarian who has studied society’s view of librarians for years. Kneale also maintains the website You Don’t Look Like a Librarian! (www.librarian-image.net), which is full of fascinating (and sometimes maddening) examples of how the media portrays librarians. I’m sorry to report that the image of the shushing spinster lives on. But Kneale’s site is a fun way to learn about how the world sees you, and it even includes data from some studies of librarian images.

How Accidental Marketers Are Born

So here we are, with ugly old stereotypes still haunting the profession and few people educated in the ways to paint more complimentary, updated images. Budgets aren’t what they used to be, so staff members are stretched thin by the need to fill many roles with fewer people. Still, day-to-day chores must go on.

Somewhere along the way, a children’s librarian needs some signs to announce an upcoming storytime. She seeks out someone who’s a little more creative than she is, or someone who knows more computer graphics programs than she does. She finds a helpful colleague—let’s call her Kate—to make her signs, and they look pretty nice. So when someone else needs a program flier, this person asks Kate to design it and to print some copies on colored paper. They look good. Soon, people start leaning on Kate not only for the computer work, but also for the text: “Should we name the program this or that? Would it work better at 11 AM or 3 PM?” Now Kate is giving what seems like casual advice but is actually shaping the library’s offerings and outreach. Kate gets herself labeled as the “expert” on fliers and eventually that translates into being the expert on promoting programs. And you all know what happens then to someone like Kate, who has an aptitude for a little extra duty—suddenly it’s part of her job. As her coworkers involve Kate earlier and earlier in the process, she becomes the go-to girl, and suddenly she’s seen as “the marketing person.” Yet she has no background in or real knowledge of marketing. After all, she only started out by changing some typefaces and pasting in clip art to make some nice-looking signs … and another accidental marketer is born.

This, of course, is only one example. Sometimes a staffer will man a library table at a local fair, and thereby become the expert on outreach. Or the person who arranged for the library to be included in new-student orientation finds himself dubbed the new freshman liaison. Or the woman at the regional co-op who types up simple news releases for the members is seen as the PR person. Accidental marketers can be born in many ways; you get the idea.

Since the people who fall (or are pushed) into this extra work are often below the management level, these important tasks end up being done by someone who’s paraprofessional or entry-level or part-time. Or they’re done by a degreed librarian who’s also working the reference desk and overseeing staff and serving on committees, and just doesn’t have much time to spare. What’s more, when tasks just fall into people’s laps like this, the work isn’t seen as essential, and the “position” (such as it is) doesn’t really have any official standing to decide what should be done or to ask for resources. Consequently, even though promotion and marketing should be cornerstones of an organization’s mission and strategic plan, in the library they end up being afterthoughts tacked onto an already-full job description. This is one the biggest problems with the way libraries are run today. And while the situation has improved over the years, it’s still nowhere near as good as it needs to be.

Just How “Accidental” Are We?

As I explained in the Introduction, I’ve been the editor of a newsletter called Marketing Library Services since 1994. In that time, I’ve spoken with countless library promoters, many of whom admitted that they never intended to become marketers, or that they had no training in marketing, or both. This lack of background shows. It’s not that someone without formal training cannot become a good marketer; it’s more that they don’t have the time or will or energy to really understand what marketing is about. Plus, as long as someone is complimenting them on their work, they think they’re doing just fine. So, many people plan library events and make fliers for them and believe that they’re marketing when, really, all they’re doing is planning events and making fliers. Technically, that’s more like promotion. And while many, many librarians—even experts and speakers and writers—use the “M” word for those basic tasks, that doesn’t make it accurate. As you’ll learn in this book, promotion is just a tiny part of marketing. True marketing is a process of asking people what they want, then creating and delivering it, then asking people how well you did. I’ll dig into that in later chapters.

At any rate, I had all of this anecdotal evidence that many librarians and information professionals lack training, but I wanted to substantiate it for the purposes of this book. So I sent out an online survey to some email discussion lists. It wasn’t exactly scientific, and I got just 89 responses. Yet, the answers and comments jibed pretty well with what I’ve come to believe over the many years I’ve been in the field. Let me share some results.

The first question I asked my colleagues was what percentage of their jobs involved marketing and promotion. I wanted to know because most folks I’ve talked to are either part-time employees or full-timers who got this work tacked on to their regular jobs. Just 26 percent of my respondents said that “pretty much all” of their jobs was marketing or promotion. The rest of the answers were spread across the board. What this tells me is that plenty of library managers don’t assign marketing work as a full-time, high-value, priority task. (According to my results, 72 percent of the respondents were full-time employees. So most people in my sample were fulltimers who had marketing as just part of their jobs.) Table 1.1 shows all of the answers for these two questions.

Table 1.1



	Question: About how much of your job is library marketing or promotion?



	Choices
	Response



	Less than 25%
	19%



	25 to 40%
	16%



	Roughly half
	13%



	55 to 75%
	11%



	76 to 90%
	15%



	Pretty much all of it
	26%



	Question: How many hours a week are you employed by this library?



	Choices
	Response



	Less than 20 hours
	2%



	20 to 29 hours
	7%



	30 to 35 hours
	19%



	36 to 40 hours
	72%





The big question—whether respondents had intended to become marketing/promo people—was split down the middle. Exactly 50.6 percent did intend to and 49.4 percent did not. The accidental marketers’ comments on how they ended up doing this work were interesting. At least half a dozen enterprising individuals said they saw a need for it and so they just started doing it. A handful of solo librarians commented that if they didn’t do it, nobody else would. Some admitted that their jobs had morphed to include promotional activities. One specifically said she had “started as a programming person, began promo on my own, because existing PIO [public information officer] was overloaded. Did not get good media coverage. I applied for and received a PIO position, which morphed into marketing and fundraising over the years.” Another admitted that when the job was created, “this aspect was lumped into” it. Here are a few paraphrased comments I’d like to share:


• I fell into it. Not much had been done previously.

• Fear of losing the library altogether to a contracted-out service company. I was disappointed to find out our customers did not know about services.

• I felt it was important due to the changing users in a 21stcentury library.

• The director felt I was talented/creative with publicity.

• As people left the department, my job expanded to include those responsibilities.

• Anytime you are providing a service, you end up promoting it.

• I was encouraged to take marketing and PR courses because I love writing.

• All front-line staff have the responsibility of promoting the Library Resource Centre. As a group, we decided that every encounter could be a chance to promote the LRC’s services.

When I asked survey participants whether they had had any formal training in marketing before their current jobs, 52 percent of them said they had. Of those, 76 percent said their training had been “very helpful,” while nearly 22 percent rated the training “somewhat helpful.” This is a testament to the value of real marketing education.

The next question asked whether respondents had had any formal training after they began doing marketing work. About 67 percent had. Those who hadn’t gotten any education since starting cited the answers “no money” and “no time”; these were tied at 14 percent each. Only four people (out of 22) chose the answer I feared most, “administration doesn’t think it’s important.” I was relieved to see so few give that reason for lack of training. Table 1.2 shows the percentages for each possible answer.


Table 1.2



	Question: If you haven’t gotten any formal training since you started doing marketing work, why not?



	Choices
	Response



	No time
	54%



	No money
	14%



	No desire
	14%



	Admin doesn’t think it’s important
	18%




Author’s Note: For these questions, I defined “formal training” as classes, workshops, seminars, or a degree; “anything other than reading or learning on your own.”

Finally, I asked these staff members what they did on their own to learn about marketing, and gave them six choices of answers; they could mark as many as applied to them. Every possible answer scored between 80 percent and 92 percent, with “read articles” at the top of the spectrum and “ask colleagues” at the bottom. Other choices were “read books,” “read listservs,” “read websites or blogs,” and “attend conference sessions.”

The Need for More Marketing Education in Library Schools

One reason I was so interested in whether library staff members who do promo work had had much education in the field is that I haven’t found much evidence of this incredibly important topic being taught in MLS or LIS programs, even today (at least not in the U.S.). My limited research found few schools teaching real marketing courses. Most schools include bits of marketing in other classes, like those on library management. But I’m here to tell you that a few days’ or weeks’ worth of lessons in the midst of another topic does not prepare anyone to do solid marketing. (If it did, I wouldn’t be writing this book or editing my newsletter or contributing to the blog.)

My own small survey looked at 89 people who range from very new librarians to old pros. Just over half had library school degrees. Of the rest, 17 claimed degrees in marketing or business, and of the 28 who wrote in “other” degrees, about a dozen had degrees in journalism and/or communications. So half the folks doing this work have some public relations background but no library degree. This side of the coin presents its own challenges, because it’s hard to be an expert communicator about something you don’t fully understand. Although they’re lucky to have writing or PR or business knowledge, the nonlibrarians I’ve talked with need a good bit of time to get to know the library world. I’ve heard them jump into conversations to ask a colleague what abbreviations such as LC or MLA or OCLC mean. These are terms that librarians take for granted. There’s an awful lot for outsiders to absorb.

But I want to get back to the other side of the coin, the respondents who reported having library school degrees. Of those 49 people, only nine had any marketing or promotion classes while in library school. That’s barely 20 percent. Even if a better sample showed twice that number, it wouldn’t be enough. As those on the communications side would tell you, there’s just as much librarians don’t know about their field. There’s a lot to absorb if you want to be good at publicity or promotion. So those rare people who have both library and PR-type knowledge are especially dear. Our world needs many, many more of them.


If libraries are to stay in business, marketing should never be tacked on to the end of a job description or handled by part-timers who don’t have the right knowledge base. Could you imagine a major corporation doing that? What if the companies that manufactured Coke or Pepsi or Macs or PCs treated marketing as an afterthought? Libraries are businesses, too. They have managers and budgets and products and services and customers just like the big brands do. And they also have serious competitors, now more than ever. So marketing is absolutely essential, and serious skills are necessary to do it right and to keep your business afloat.

It’s because I believe this so sincerely that I decided to write this book. Library schools don’t prepare their students to do professionallevel promotion, and most libraries don’t have the money to hire extra employees who do have the necessary education. Consequently, there are lots of accidental marketers out there. Rest assured, accidental colleagues, I understand you. This book is intended to be your A-to-Z guide for all those things you sort of picked up but never properly learned. It delves deeply into a few essential topics to provide you with a rock-solid foundation of knowledge, and it explores many other topics and points you to further info on those for whenever you’re ready.

What to Expect From This Book

While I could not completely cover all marketing-related topics here, I think you’ll find The Accidental Library Marketer to be a very practical, useful, and I hope even interesting guide that will explain all of those things you’ve been wondering about (plus a few things you didn’t even realize you should be wondering about). And while you can obviously choose to start with a certain section to learn about a particular thing, I’ve written the book to be read in full. If you study each chapter in order, you’ll learn the basics first, then build from there to end up with fairly complete knowledge of marketing as it applies specifically to libraries. Along the way, you’ll find lots of fun, fresh ideas to use for your own marketing tasks, no matter what type of library you work in.

Oh, and I’m funny too. Very, very funny.







Chapter 2

Starting With the Basics of Communication

Don’t be fooled by the boring title of this chapter—this is where I’m going to reveal the missing link that has long kept library promotions from being really successful. But first I must explain a few important, underlying facts.

What, Really, Is Marketing?

It’s essential to start by defining some key terms. Even if you think you know what these words mean, don’t skip this section! Some of these terms are constantly misused; some also have various interpretations. To make sure we’re speaking the same language through all of the pages to come, please pay careful attention to the next few paragraphs. Once you understand these terms, you will have taken the first step in becoming a real marketer.

One of the most widespread problems I see in this field is misuse of the word marketing itself. People use marketing to refer to any sort of promotion or outreach activity, event programming, news releases, and a whole plethora of other things. But in the business world, where many of these concepts originated, there is but one meaning, and that’s the one we’re going to stick with here.

Marketing is a process where the ultimate goal is moving goods and/or services from the producer and/or provider to a consumer. But it’s more than that. True marketing always involves a number of steps that ensure that the consumer will end up with those goods and services. How? You start by asking the consumer what he or she wants. This is why luck doesn’t matter much (as I mentioned in the Introduction). Questioning people and gathering their responses takes the guesswork out of the process.

The Cycle of True Marketing

Here are the steps that make up the cycle of true marketing. I expand on this list and explain each step in depth in Chapter 9, but for now I just want to introduce you to the process.

1. Do some research to learn about the people in your service area.

2. Acknowledge that you have many different types of customers. Each is its own “target market” that needs to be treated separately.

3. Set qualitative and quantitative goals for each group you want to reach.

4. Get to know members of a chosen target market and ask them what they want and need from your organization (and what they don’t!).

5. Identify (or create) products and services that will benefit each target market according to the wants and needs expressed. Figure out what people are currently using (instead of your library) to fulfill these needs.

6. Think about ways you can evaluate the effects of giving the people what they want. How will you know whether you’re satisfying them?

7. Promote the products and/or services to their respective markets in ways that the target audience will be aware of and responsive to.

8. Deliver the products and services with your evaluative tools in place.


9. Get feedback from individuals in the group to ascertain whether you’ve really met the needs they expressed earlier; evaluate the honest feedback against the customers’ original requests and your original goals. Have you done what you set out to do?

10. Use your evaluations to tweak your products, services, approaches, actions, or goals as necessary. Then go back to whatever step you need to improve and continue through the cycle again.

The Missing Link Revealed

Can you see why things done via this process are practically guaranteed to work? How can you go wrong by asking people what they want, then delivering it to the best of your ability, then asking customers for feedback, then improving your offerings accordingly? In my professional opinion, this cyclical process is the missing link that librarians need to know about. It’s easy for services to fail when you don’t follow these steps. It’s hard for them to fail when you do.

Sit back for a minute and think about how books, programs, events, and services are chosen at your institution. How often do staff members create programs that they think will interest patrons? Do you order books and DVDs according to which titles are most-often checked out? Do managers ask you to organize specific programs or events because (you suspect) they’re part of a pet project or a political agenda? How many things are simply repeated seasonally or annually because you’ve “always” done them? Now think: How often has a colleague requested a program by presenting evidence saying: “This survey shows that 40 percent of senior citizens are interested in this,” or, “I know that 63 percent of residents between 18 and 25 years old love to do this.” Have you ever heard that? Can you even imagine it happening?


I don’t want to scare you away, but the bad news is that the process of true marketing does take some hard work and serious preparation. (But you’re probably already working hard to do things that flop.) The great news is that, with some actual evidence behind you, you can waste less time on failed ideas and get way more bang for your buck on the good ones.

Definitions and Differences

Now that you’ve seen what the true marketing process is, you can see why the word marketing doesn’t apply to everything. Let’s define a few oft-heard words and make some distinctions among them:

• Marketing is taking steps to move goods from producers to consumers. It’s determining what people want, delivering it, evaluating consumer satisfaction, and then periodically updating that whole process.

• Public relations is a planned, long-term communication program (via various media) with a goal of convincing the public to have good will toward something. It’s helping people to think well of an organization, product, or concept.

• Publicity is sending a message via official channels such as news releases, newsletters, and press conferences.

• Promotion is furthering the growth or development of a product or service. It’s not just aiming toward good will; it’s encouraging people to use that product or service by telling those people how it would benefit them.

• Advertising is calling attention to something through paid announcements.

• Branding is a process with dual objectives: 1) establishing a strong link between a company and its logo/typeface/picture or name/phrase, and 2) developing the “personality” of your product and service, establishing the characteristics that should come to mind when people think of you. Branding helps build loyalty.

• Advocacy is getting people who have good opinions of your organization to speak to others on its behalf, to convince other people of its value.

Using these definitions, you can now see that the word marketing really refers to the specific, planned-out process that includes evaluating and retooling strategies until they work well. Many of the other words define actions that are part of the marketing process. So you can see why you shouldn’t say, “We’re having an event to market our library,” but you can say, “This event is part of our public relations plan.” In the same manner, you could say “We’re publicizing our weekly storytimes to promote the library as a place where young children can learn and have fun, even if they can’t read yet.” See the sidebar “How All of the Terms Fit Together” on page 18 for another example of correct definitions and usage.

The Four Ps

With those definitions straightened out, let’s move on to some keywords that are the basis of business-oriented marketing. The biggies are known as the Four Ps: Product, Price, Place, and Promotion. Their definitions are pretty self-explanatory:

1. Product (or Service) – These are the materials, services, or knowledge that you’re offering.

2. Price – For services you do charge for, determine the price by factoring in your cost to offer the service. For services that patrons don’t directly pay you for, the price is the patrons’ cost in time, measured by convenience (or lack thereof), ease of use, etc.



3. Place – This is the location where people can obtain the product or service. (Yes, online counts as a place in this sense.)

4. Promotion – These are the actions and techniques you use to develop or increase the demand for a product or service.


How All of the Terms Fit Together

As part of our marketing strategy, we identified college freshmen as one segment of our customer base. To promote online databases to these students, we recruited three groups of them to tell us about their current research habits. We asked how they preferred to find information for writing papers, and they told us they only wanted to search in one location. So we worked with our info tech librarians to gather many of our general online databases under one portal with a basic keyword search box on the front page. Once we’d set up this requested, simplified way to search, we used publicity (announcements in the school newspaper and signage in the library) to tell the freshmen that we’d delivered for them. Afterward, per our marketing plan, we surveyed them to see if they really preferred this search strategy. After evaluating their comments, we tweaked a few things in the search interface, then proceeded to promote our new “Simple Search Screen” by telling them how much faster they could finish their research if they started with this tool. As part of our public relations plan, we decided to advertise it by buying pens that said “Simple Search Screen: www.AeiouLibrary.edu/Simple Search” and giving them away just before midterms. And we branded the service by using the same colors and fonts on the pens as we had on the search page itself and on the other promotional materials we’d created. After asking some of the students from our original study to be advocates for the service by spreading the word to their friends, we’re now noticing that more freshmen are beginning to identify that “Simple Search Screen” logo with easy-to-find, helpful information from the library. Mission accomplished!



It’s important to realize that users do pay a price for your services even when they don’t directly hand you money for them. In the case of libraries, the price is the patrons’ cost to use your products instead of an alternative (i.e., driving to the library instead of logging on to the internet). The price they pay is measured in the time it takes them, in convenience (or lack thereof), in the distance traveled (and its direct costs), in ease of use, and so on. For instance, if a businessperson needs to check a fact while preparing a proposal, and it’s hard for her to use the library because it’s across town or it’s rarely open or there’s not enough reference help on staff, then the cost of her using the library for that task is too high, and she’s likely to turn elsewhere.

An Example of How Businesses Use Marketing

Now that we’re all using the same terminology, let me quickly tie these concepts into real-world marketing as businesses do it. Let’s run through a quick example, using all the terms I just identified.

The Sweet Soda Corp. (SSC) is up against big-name competition in the soft-drink market. The managers want to create a drink that will make them rich. So they begin with market research: Who drinks soda (demographics)? How much do they buy, and when? What features are most important to them (taste, price, packaging)? Do the consumers react to special promotions, coupons, events? Then they choose a target group of people who are most likely to buy their product, Sweet Soda.


Next, SSC marketing staff members write a public relations plan outlining how they will reach their intended audience through messages that will appeal to them, sent via means that the target market uses. They also work on branding to find a logo and typeface that will appeal to the intended audience. They test their messages, logos, colors, etc., with focus groups to get real reactions. Things are a little off the mark, so they rework parts of the strategy and test again until they see that their promotional methods will be successful.

Then SSC begins to advertise its new drink in the media that the target group reads or watches. It also runs a basic soft-drinkindustry campaign by holding a press conference and by sending press releases to trade journals and newspapers. Once they’ve built some buzz around this new brand of soda, SSC’s public relations plan calls for changing the ads to feature target-audience people espousing the delights of Sweet Soda. Later, if the ads are successful, the company might move toward building the support of advocates by asking for user-generated content. Perhaps they’ll ask Sweet Soda junkies to write in with reasons it’s their favorite beverage, or invite them to submit videos of themselves gulping it down.

It’s important to note that the SSC managers have all these steps planned out from the beginning; they’re not just guessing about what to do next.

Think for a moment about how much product personality is portrayed in a simple name.

If you heard about a new brand called Sweet Soda, who would you imagine it was for?

A. health-food nuts

B. babies

C. teens

What would you imagine to be the main ingredient?

A. soy protein

B. vitamins

C. sugar

Where would you expect to buy it?

A. organic grocer

B. high-end coffee shop

C. convenience store

What’s in a Name? Or in Any Word?

As you ponder more about what names really say about a product or service, think about the names you’ve given to your own. Do they appeal to—or even make sense to—the people you’re trying to reach?

Back when librarians were the only ones who searched libraries’ collections, the lingo worked fine because nobody else had to understand it. But now, since stacks are open, people search on their own, and vast collections are represented by mere lists of words on computer screens, your users might not have much idea of what your library is offering.

Think about some of the words you use every day. Which do you consider to be library lingo?

• Books

• Collections

• Resource

• Stacks

• Database


• Serial

• Journal

• Holdings

Of that list, most of you would probably flag serial and maybe holdings as lingo related to the field. But guess what? Various studies of patrons searching for information have discovered that they don’t automatically understand the word resource or even database. Surprise!


Terms That People Don’t Understand

Terms most often cited as being misunderstood or not understood by users are:

• Database

• Library catalog

• Ejournals

• Index

• Interlibrary loan

• Periodical or Serial

• Reference

• Resource

Terms most often cited as being understood well enough to foster correct choices by users are:

• Find books, Find articles, and other combinations using natural language “target words”

• Terms accompanied by additional words or mouseovers that expand on their meaning

From www.jkup.net/terms.html, used with permission.




The best place I’ve found to learn about library lingo and how it affects the success or failure of people who use libraries is a website called Library Terms That Users Understand (www.jkup.net/terms.html). Assembled by John Kupersmith from the University of California–Berkeley, it’s a clearinghouse of data on usability studies and lingo, and it’s essential reading for anyone who tries to communicate with library users. See the sidebar “Terms That People Don’t Understand” on page 22 for other shockers from studies listed on Kupersmith’s website.

Also remember the basic rule that your users don’t necessarily understand brand names, vendor names, and acronyms. Why would they know words like Ulrich’s, EBSCO, WebCat, ALA, or MLS? You need to translate all of these terms that are familiar only to library insiders. Kupersmith’s site helps with lists of best practices and tools, so you’ll realize what you need to translate and how to say it better.

In addition to minding your lingo, you also need to remember to speak the language that’s appropriate to whatever target market you’re communicating with at the time. Use business terms for organizations, “kewl” (cool) words for teens, plain talk for everyday folks, and industry-specific terms for various faculty members (get help from subject liaisons).

Speaking of kewl, if you do chat or IM reference (that’s instant messaging, in case you don’t know the lingo), you’ll enjoy the huge list of acronyms on the AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) website (www.aim.com/acronyms.adp). Sure, you know that BTW means “by the way” and that IMO means “in my opinion.” But do you know other current conventions like these?

BBS = be back soon

JTLYK = just to let you know

PCM = please call me

Q = question


Using the right terms for online conversations shows that you “get it,” and that’s an important point to make to digital natives (young people who have always had computers) if you want their respect. Seriously, dude.

Remember that your every word—every message you compose, every webpage you touch, every email you type, every press release you write—will be more effective if it talks the talk of its target audience. (No pressure or anything …) Sure, it takes a little more time and effort to customize everything, but it makes your communication more user-friendly and more effective, so it’s worthwhile. And essential.







Chapter 3

Assessing Your Current Situation

So now you’ve mastered the terms of true marketing and denounced the lingo of libraries. You’re fired up and ready to start making some improvements to your library’s various promotional and publicity vehicles. Where should you begin?

In order to get where you want to go, you need to know where you already are. So your first task is to take a good, hard look at your organization from a lot of angles. Assess what you’re already doing, so you can decide what’s fine and what you’ll need to work on. In this chapter I’ll go over the myriad physical and virtual factors that affect how others view your library. Remember, to effectively communicate with your target customers, you have to see things through their eyes.

I had my own eye-opening experience about six years ago when I took a local Feng Shui class. I was curious to learn some basics about Feng Shui before putting any serious money or time into it, so I signed up to take a six-week evening course at my local high school—one of those community classes that many townships and counties offer. My registration confirmation said that my class would meet in the school’s library, which made it even more interesting to me. (Geek check!)

I arrived early for the first class and eagerly explored the tiny library. What I found was a really unpleasant surprise, despite my fairly low expectations. While the room was cramped, it was set up well enough and had colorful decorations on the walls. But the stacks themselves were just awful—really dusty, kind of smelly, and full of books copyrighted in decades long before I was born. In terms of usefulness, it was sad. And while the construction-paper decorations were meant to be bright and cheerful, they actually highlighted how dingy and old everything else was. They also made the room seem very juvenile (even for a high school) and rather unprofessional.

As I spent time in this room over the six weeks of class, I had a revelation: This small, poorly supported library was leaving a bad impression on everyone who entered it. Would people even wonder if other school libraries were better, or would they assume that all were similarly ill equipped and useless? That realization led me to an answer to a question that had long plagued me: How could intelligent teens go to college and shun the academic libraries that were their gateways to learning? How could they not see libraries as centers of knowledge that were essential to their education and their growth into responsible adults? One answer was staring me right in the face. Anyone who attended a high school with an obsolete library would carry away the impression that libraries were all old-fashioned and worthless. No wonder so many students thought they could do better on their own with their shiny new PCs or university-issued laptops.

What’s more, if this impression stuck with them, and they never turned back to libraries again, they’d become adults who would not support or fund libraries. Could this be part of our overall image problem? I’m not going to undertake a massive study to prove it, but I will put this out as a cautionary tale. School libraries need to be better than many are now if we are ever to influence the next generation. Unless people learn from a young age that libraries have more and better research sources than they can get for free online, they are apt to ignore libraries their whole lives, thinking them obsolete.

The lesson here is to always be cognizant of what your library says about libraries in general. The average person doesn’t understand the differences between a school media center and a university research center and the public library down the street. To them, we are all inextricably tied together, so your responsibility to impress people with your importance and performance is even greater than you probably imagined.

As my story illustrates, the number of tangible and intangible factors that come together to create visitors’ impressions of your institution are almost limitless. Think about how you size up any new place you enter: a retail store, a park, an office, a stadium. You look for cleanliness, clarity (signage), and organization, and you also pick up sensory cues that you’re not even conscious of. It’s time to explore all of these factors.

This chapter will cover how to assess your library from many different angles, including some specific things to look at during these examinations. It would be impossible to list every little thing that goes into forming an impression, but I’ll discuss five of the biggies here:

1. Your physical spaces

2. Your online environment

3. Your printed materials

4. Your customer service environment

5. The attitudes of customers and potential users

Your Physical Spaces

There’s a great overview article called “How to Evaluate Your Library’s Physical Environment” in the May/June 2007 issue of Marketing Library Services. Author Julia Cooper talks about creating an environment that fits your target market and provides detailed checklists of what to look at (through their eyes, of course). For this chapter, I’ve created even longer lists of things that experts say you should evaluate. You can use the checklists to rate areas of your library that you probably don’t even think about. Better yet, have an unbiased outsider audit your organization. There are professional “secret shopper” groups that do such work; I’ve joined one myself and have been fascinated by the depth and detail that their studies demand.

Whether you do it yourself or hire someone, be thorough. Remember to include your exterior; people get first impressions before they even walk in the door. You should even consider staff spaces. Sometimes they really are behind locked doors, but often they are at least partially visible. We’ve all been in tech services departments where there are old books on the floor awaiting mending and new books piled up awaiting processing. Scattered in between, there are glue bottles, boxes of supplies, old sweaters, empty drink containers, ancient cat posters, etc. (C’mon, you know it’s true!) When visitors catch glimpses of your organized chaos, what impressions do they get?

While looking through your building, always consider a few basics: Does it appear cluttered? Piles of papers and hand-written signs make especially bad impressions. Keep all of your brochures and fliers on an organized rack or shelf. Does your space look inviting enough to make visitors want to come in and stay a while? Do lamps keep areas without natural light well lit? Do you have designated quiet areas as well as group-study areas? Are there ample containers for trash and recycling, and are they in useful spots? Do you have a designated area for cell-phone conversations? Are there some plants or flowers around? Use the Checklist for Assessing Your Physical Environment on page 29 to do a complete evaluation.

Your Online Environment

Now more than ever, people judge you by your online environment. Look at everything from your webpages to your blogs to your online photos and announcements. Do they share common logos, colors, fonts, and layouts? Anyone should be able to look at a sampling of your online world and see that each piece belongs to the same organization. (Branches can have some autonomy, but still need to be clearly branded as part of the parent organization.)


Checklist for Assessing Your Physical Environment

Outdoors:

___ Area Signage: easy to find library building?

___ Signs on Site: clean, well lit, in good repair?

___ Parking Lot: clean, well lit, lines and arrows clearly painted?

___ Sidewalk: clear, safe, in good repair?

___ Directional Signage: way to main entrance clearly marked?

___ Landscaping: overgrown or well-kept?

___ Bike Racks and Benches: clean, in good repair?

___ Book Return: clean, needs painting?

___ Entrance: clear and inviting, or covered with paper signs?

___ Cleanliness: trash and recycling containers available, tended to?

Indoors:

___ Entryway: inviting, uncluttered, clear sightlines, directional signage?

___ Traffic Flow: organized for common patron movement?

___ Greeter: anyone to say hello or offer directions?


___ Coat Area: place to leave big coats, wet umbrellas, or strollers?

___ Circ/Ref Desks: easy to find, uncluttered, bright, space to put bags down?

___ Self-Check Stations: clear instructions, help nearby, space to put bags down?

___ Book Display Areas: stocked, up-to-date, interesting, covers facing out?

___ Bulletin Boards: enough tacks, up-to-date, somewhat orderly?

___ Stacks: organized, clean, clearly marked?

___ Cleanliness: trash and recycling containers available, tended to?

___ Computer Area: clear signage, clean keyboards, enough workspace?

___ Seating Areas: comfortable, inviting, well-lit, enough electrical outlets?

___ Staff Areas: clean, neat, orderly, not embarrassing?

___ Meeting Rooms: neutral decor, flexible set-up, comfortable?

___ Restrooms: clean, well-stocked, functional, dry space to put bags down?

___ Café: clean, nice view, enough seats and outlets, trash/recycling bins?



While looks matter a lot, the content is clearly more important. The way it’s organized and presented, the wording you choose, the features on your site, and ease of use must all be top-notch if your library is to be considered worth using. Still, the relationship between content and physical looks is symbiotic: No matter how great one is, if the other is bad, then the whole package is ruined.

Experts have written entire books about website usability, accessibility (software tools for disabled people, such as screenreading software), format, and the more technical aspects that today’s users expect. Those topics are incredibly important and are well worth reading about, but I can’t go into all of that detail here. I’ll let those books stand on their own merit, and I’ll touch on the parts most relevant to promoting your services to customers.

If you’re in a corporate, government, or academic library, or another type that lies under a parent organization, your website probably falls under that of the larger group. While you cannot change that fact, it’s essential to convince The Powers That Be that your library needs to have a clear presence on the organizational home page. You need to have your link on that top-level page so that people who are looking for your information don’t have to drill down to find it.

Once visitors reach your home page, it needs to be clear and uncluttered. Savvy web surfers expect to find what they want on a page within just a few seconds. So have only the most basic breakdown of links on your front page, and make sure they’re arranged in a fashion that’s logical to laypeople (not to librarians!). Here again, the site I mentioned in Chapter 2 called Library Terms That Users Understand (www.jkup.net/terms.html) is essential reading.

Here are the sorts of basic top-level links that I recommend:

About the Library

Get a Library Card

Schedule of Events and Programs

Contact Us

Find Books

Find Articles

Find Info Online

Find CDs, DVDs, Videos


Stuff for Teens

Stuff for Kids

Stuff [for whomever your main customers are]

Ask a Librarian

News About Us

Our Blog

Our Photos

Make a Donation

FAQ

Help

Sitemap

As you can see, that list is long already. Once you add a main photo, maybe a scrolling news headline, and some icons, your page is busy enough. It’s worth your time to learn how your own user population searches, even to do some surveys or studies of your own, to see how well your home page is serving them. This is especially true if you’re updating your site—never release web changes without testing them on some patrons first!

I realize that designers of online environments are also concerned with keeping down the number of clicks it takes for people to reach their destinations. I still maintain that a home page shouldn’t be too cluttered or intimidating. Once people click that first basic choice and get to the second-level page (the general topic they’re looking for), then that page can hold more information and choices.

I’d like to address another topic here that nobody ever seems to plan for: leaving a website. No matter where you go on the site, there should be always be an option to log out or go back to the home page. This is more important, of course, when a specific login or authentication was required to get in. But as a web consumer myself, I’m often frustrated by how hard it is to find that button or icon. (On financial sites especially, it amazes me how they make it so hard to log in—for my own safety—and then have an itsy-bitsy button that says log out in some odd spot.) When you’re placing your log out icon, remember that, in most languages, people read left to right and top to bottom. When they want to go to Next or Sign Out, they’ll look at the right, then toward the bottom. If your website allows for this intuitive sort of behavior, people will use it more often.

Another important component you should have on your website is an area designed for people from the media. As a long-time writer and editor who has spent a lot of time on library websites, I can say from experience that this area is too often overlooked. Members of the media are always busy, always rushed, and always surrounded by tons of information and possibilities. To get the most coverage possible, you need to make your resources (including your staff members) easily available to them. I address the specifics of working with the media in Chapter 12, “Getting the Message Out,” and even more in Chapter 13, “Using Your Website for Public Relations and Outreach.”

During your overall evaluation, I encourage you to measure your media coverage. There are a couple of simple ways to do it. Try using the search engine alert services that do the work for you. Go to www.google.com/alerts or alerts.yahoo.com and type in your library’s name or the word library plus your town, school, or company name. You can enter your own email address to subscribe to alerts that will tell you whenever your library is mentioned in a source that these search engines track.

To report the value of your media attention, you might still want to measure “column inches” of coverage the old-fashioned way. Here’s how: Look at the article you’re mentioned in and literally measure the inches. If each column is 3” wide and the text is 5” long, then it’s simply 3 × 5 = 15 column inches’ worth of coverage. To make your report pack more punch, you can put a monetary value on this by finding out what that medium charges for advertising (by the inch). Then you’ll have an approximate value of the coverage that you got for your organization. For instance, if the ads cost $20 per inch, and you got 15 inches of copy, its value would be $300.

Use the Checklist for Assessing Your Online Environment on page 34 to do a complete evaluation.



Checklist for Assessing Your Online Environment

___ Represented on parent organization’s top-level page?

___ Each Page: shares common colors, fonts, general design?

___ Log-in: simple, quick, no need to type in long barcode number?

___ Home Page: uncluttered, clear choices, no lingo?

___ Deeper Pages: logical layout, no lingo, link back to Home?

___ Content: well-organized, up-to-date?

___ Search Boxes: links to search tips?

___ Sign Off: obvious link in an obvious place?

___ Usability Testing: have you done any?

___ Accessibility Testing: have you done any?

___ Broken Links: tested for regularly?

___ Media Page : link on library home page?

___ street and mailing addresses?

___ press contact clearly stated?

___ news and press releases?

___ backgrounder?

___ staff directory with phone numbers and emails?

___ logo to download (high-resolution, in both color and black-and-white, in various graphics formats such as .jpg, .tif, and .eps)?

___ official photos of buildings, director, mascot, events (high-resolution, in both color and blackand-white, in various graphics formats such as .jpg, .tif, and .eps)?




Your Printed Materials

Printed materials still matter, and the more often you use them, the more important they are. Here again, it’s essential to have a clear brand on every single piece of paper and correspondence that leaves your library. Colors and fonts, especially, must be consistent across the entire organization. Most brochures should have the same basic setup, which can then be tweaked if necessary. Ditto for letterhead, press releases, business cards, etc. There should be no doubt that they’ve all been cut from the same cloth—or in this case, printed from the same stock.

This brand identity is one of many reasons that it pays to have a professional designer, if not on staff, then at least on call. It’s well worth your money to hire someone, at least to look at all your materials and design professional templates. If you can’t pay a designer, barter with one. Offer to trade your research or testimonials for their work. Or ask someone who teaches design courses if they’d create a class assignment that would be actual work for your nonprofit. Once that’s done, you can use those templates for a long time without needing to spend more on design until a special occasion or situation demands it. All of my experience in libraries and publishing has driven home this point: Consistency is king, and design speaks volumes. Having press releases going out from different branches on different paper with different layouts is never acceptable. It makes you look like an amateur. (Even if you are, never let it show, especially in such obvious ways. It does not win you sympathy or funding; it only makes you look like you don’t know any better.)

I talk more about good print design in Chapter 11, “Basic Rules for Producing Good Promotional Materials,” and I’ve included a useful article in Appendix B. But for now, start by using the Checklist for Assessing Your Printed Materials on this page to do a complete evaluation.


Checklist for Assessing Your Printed Materials

___ Standard format (template) for all outgoing correspondence?

___ Standard letterhead used for press releases?

___ Letterhead has logo, address, phone number, URL?

___ Standard format for fliers and brochures?

___ All standard text is proofread, correct, up-to-date?

___ Standard colors are specified for all printed materials?

___ Standard fonts are specified for all printed materials?

___ Standard colors are specified for logo?

___ Branches use standard templates, not their own formats?

___ Business cards all have logo, address, phone number, URL?

___ Business cards all have person’s title and degree spelled out?

___ Library lingo removed from all materials?

___ Signs and posters printed electronically, not handwritten?




Your Customer Service Environment

We’ve all been in stores where the person behind the counter annoys us. As a marketing and PR consultant, I’m hypersensitive to customer service behavior. I hate it when clerks are talking to each other while ignoring me. I hate it even more when they’re obviously going through the motions without any of the required emotions. Take the classic “Have a nice day.” You can mumble the phrase expressionlessly, or you can bounce it out cheerfully, like you really mean it. How do your public service staffers do it?

I know it’s not always easy to be cheerful when you’re having a bad day, or to be courteous when a customer has been rude. I’ve worked at circ desks, I’ve worked in retail, and I’ve worked in restaurants. I know what it’s like. But you know what? It’s part of those jobs. When you’re on the front lines, you need to just “suck it up” (as one colleague puts it) and be as kind as possible. Fake it when you have to. Act like you’re working in a business where customer service can make or break you—because you are.

And if you hate canned lines like “Thanks for using the library” and “Have a nice day,” then go with something more colloquial. Try “Come back if you need anything else” or even just “See you soon.” The important thing is to train all front-line staff to be courteous no matter what. The adage is true that people who experience poor service tell many others, while people who get good service often keep it to themselves. It’s a shame that good service stories don’t spread like wildfire, but it’s just a fact of life that we have to deal with.

Remember that personal, friendly, and truly helpful service is one of the few areas where live librarians can always outshine competitors like websites. A computer might search quickly, but it doesn’t thank you for your business or open the door for you when your arms are full of books. The little things really do count.

Professional organizations that train secret shoppers and other experts who evaluate businesses work with their clients to create lengthy checklists of specific items that the “spies” must report on. A full evaluation looks at a business’ physical space and also scrutinizes its customer service. Report forms have spaces for details as small as how many times the phone rang before it was answered. The forms also demand details on whether workers followed the exact customer assistance scenarios they were trained in. And remember, even if you’re not being evaluated professionally, everyday people notice these details and they base their opinions on them. As minute as some of the points may seem, they were built into the evaluation process because they’ve been proven to affect customers’ opinions and attitudes. Use the Checklist for Assessing Your Customer Service Environment on page 38 to do a complete evaluation.


Checklist for Assessing Your Customer Service Environment

Via Phone:

___ Did the phone ring more than three times before it was answered?

___ Did the employee greet you cheerfully and include his/her name? (If yes: name __________ )

___ If you were transferred, did the hold music come on, and was it pleasant? Too loud?

___ Did the second employee pick up within 60 seconds?

___ Did the second employee greet you cheerfully, including his/her name? (If yes: __________ )

___ Were you transferred to the correct person the first time?

___ If not, how many total transfers until you got the correct person?

___ Was the person you ultimately spoke to knowledgeable enough to help you?

___ If the employee could not help, did he/she say so and offer to find an answer, or to call you back within a specific amount of time?

___ Was your concern handled to your complete satisfaction?

___ Would you call this place for help again?

In Person:

___ Was there ample parking at the site?

___ Was the entrance easy to find and get into?


___ Were you greeted within 30 seconds of entering the building?

___ Was the greeter friendly?

___ Did the greeter tell you his/her name? (If yes: __________ )

___ Did the greeter offer to direct you to what you needed?

___ Did the greeter direct you to the right place/person?

___ Did the second employee greet you with his/her name? (If yes: ________ )

___ Was the second employee knowledgeable enough to help you?

___ If the employee could not help, did he/she say so and offer an alternative?

___ Was the place clean and tidy?

___ Was the public restroom clean and functional?

___ Was there a comfortable waiting/reading area?

___ Was there clear directional signage to service points, restrooms, etc.?

___ Was the checkout person friendly and efficient?

___ Did you get a farewell or an invitation to come back?

___ Was your concern handled to your complete satisfaction?

___ Would you come to this place for help again?

___ Did you feel you got the proper value/help for your money/time?

___ Did you get a follow-up call to see if you were satisfied?



The Attitudes of Customers and Potential Users

As you assess the current state of your library from the customers’ point of view, nothing is more important than—well, than the customers’ point of view. If you’re already soliciting feedback via a form on your website or a suggestion box, that’s a great start. But those are narrow channels, and you’re not controlling the questions. The only way to really get your users’ point of view is to ask them for it. The main ways to do this are with surveys and focus groups.

Both surveys and focus groups can range from fairly small undertakings that you do yourself to very extensive projects that you can pay professionals thousands of dollars for. No matter where your organization goes on this scale, it’s important to gather as much data as you can. I’ll tell you how to handle both options here.


Surveying Library Users

There are many ways to survey your libraries’ users, and in this section I’ll discuss the simple methods first and work up to the more complicated ones. There are a thousand reasons to do surveys and a thousand ways to do them, so it’s hard to write advice for a diverse group of readers. But all methods require the same basic steps, so I’ll focus on those:

1. Decide exactly what you want the survey to accomplish.

2. Choose the target audience.

3. Carefully create your questions.

4. Test the questions on a few willing subjects and tweak as necessary.

5. Determine the method of distributing the survey and of getting it back.

6. Determine the method of tabulating the survey.

7. Choose incentives you can offer to encourage people to complete it.

8. Send the surveys out (with clear deadlines for return).

9. Send out reminders just before they’re due back.

10. Tabulate survey results to create useful answers to its questions.

Now, here are some instructions and pointers for each step.

1. Decide exactly what you want the survey to accomplish. This might seem obvious, but people often skip this part or figure that “We just want to know what people think.” But the more detailed your goals are, the more useful your resulting data will be. Writing down the goals of the survey forces you to be precise.

One of my favorite sayings is a simple one that serves me well in many endeavors: Begin with the end in mind. Think hard about how that applies to surveying people: Begin with the end in mind. What do you want this survey to tell you? If you don’t know what your goal is, how will you know if you’ve achieved it? Do you want people to rate the services you already offer? Do you want them to suggest new ones? Do you want to see how you stack up against the internet? Do you want to see how tech-savvy customers are? Do you wonder why more people don’t attend your programs? Do you want to know more about a particular target audience, or do you want to hear from everybody? Do you need to convince funders or to get permission for something?

Once you can articulate precisely what you intend to find out, you’re ready for the next two steps.

2. Choose the target audience. When you practice true marketing, you’ll do very little work involving the “general population,” but you’ll do a lot that’s aimed at certain segments of it. Think about it: If you want to know why people don’t come to storytimes, you only want to ask parents or caregivers. If you’re trying to expand the Spanish-language parts of your collection, you want to ask Latinos what they’d like you to have. If you want to know whether your website is good enough, you’ll want to question mostly off-site users.

Sure, there are times when you want to survey your entire county or client base or college. Reach out to everyone if your questions are general ones about open hours, basic perceptions of the library, or “Did you know that we do _____?” But in most cases, you need to create surveys that are customized for individual groups. (Find more details about separating people into target markets in Chapter 9, “Understanding the Cycle of True Marketing.”) This allows you to keep them short and simple. Obviously, you can’t determine which market to ask until you know exactly what you’re trying to learn.

3. Carefully create your questions. No matter which sort of survey you’re launching, you need to begin by creating the questions. And while that may seem like the easy part, you shouldn’t take it lightly. The data you get will only be as good as the questions you’ve asked. And nobody wants to take really lengthy surveys (more than 10 questions), so you need to pack a lot of punch into a few questions. That’s another reason why you need to start by ascertaining exactly what you want to get out of this survey.

The most important thing about writing questions is to word them in such a way that you get the answers you want. I’m not talking about spin here; I’m talking about making them very clear. Any open-ended questions will likely result in answers that are all over the board. This is one reason why multiple-choice surveys are a bit safer. For instance, consider how people could respond to these slightly different questions:

• Do you think the library’s budget should be increased? (open-ended)

• Does the library offer as many new DVDs as you’d like? (specific)

Don’t ask general questions and then try to twist the responses to serve your needs. You can ask very clear, specific questions when you know exactly what sorts of answers you’re seeking to accomplish your goals.

Here’s another example:

• Does the library offer enough public computers? (open-ended)

• When you want to use a library computer, is one usually available? (specific)


4. Test the questions on a few willing subjects and tweak as necessary. Even if you spend hours going back and forth with your managers changing the wording of questions (and believe me, it happens), they still won’t be as good as they can be. Remember, you have the background of library knowledge and the bias of knowing what you’re trying to get at. Anyone who comes in cold and sees the survey for the first time could interpret your questions in a totally different way.

So, partly to avoid any one person getting his or her way on the wording, and partly to make sure that the questions will produce valid results, call in a few test subjects. They should not be coworkers, and not even family members if you can help it. (Those who live with you and hear about your work all the time will share some of your biases and interpretations of words and phrases.) Make it a point to grab a few acquaintances, or a couple of favorite patrons, or members of other organizations you belong to—book clubs, churches, scout groups, business associations—anyone who will give you 10 minutes. This doesn’t need to be a formal test. Just listen and observe as your helpful guinea pigs read the questions. Ask them to talk aloud about what each question is asking and to tell you if anything is unclear.

While it’s tempting to skip this step, I seriously urge you not to. Given all the time and effort that goes into a survey project, it would be awful if a poorly worded question mangled your important results. Just think, if your survey is only 10 questions long, and the answers to even one are skewed, you’ve lost 10 percent of your hard-earned data.

5. Determine the method of distributing the survey and of getting it back. There are many ways to distribute surveys, and your choice will be determined in large part by who and where your target audience is. But I’ll list a variety of methods here to help you find one that’s right for your situation:

• Mail is an obvious possibility, but you’ll need to have proper addresses, spend money on printing and postage, and provide self-addressed stamped envelopes (SASEs) if you want people to respond.

• Live surveys allow you to catch people while they’re in your library or at another site, like a shopping center, fairground, business meeting, school, senior center, or anywhere you’re doing an outreach activity.

• Target-related surveys let you question a very specific crowd that’s already present for a similar event. For instance, at a book club meeting you can ask attendees about what else they like to read, whether the meeting space is comfortable, or whether they’d be interested in related events such as author appearances.

• Piggyback distribution is when you join another organization that’s already sending something to your target audience and ask its managers to include your survey. This method can save you money and effort. Of course it works best if what you’re piggybacking on is something important that recipients are sure to open, like utility bills, paychecks, companywide announcements, or tax statements.

• Websites can host surveys, with a temporary icon on the home page leading to a questionnaire that people can fill in electronically. You’ll need to give visitors an incentive to get them to click through and to fill it in, though.

• An email blast is a simple way to send a survey to everybody who has registered their email address with your library. Beware, though, of sending to people who don’t expect a message from you, or people who did not directly give you their email address (i.e., don’t use address lists from other institutions). Email surveys work best when interested people have previously agreed to receive emails from the library, which is often the case with teen groups or book clubs.

• Online questionnaires sometimes pop up at the end of a transaction, like a chat reference session or an online purchase. When people get a chance to immediately evaluate something they’ve just done, they’re likely to do it, and you can be assured that their thoughts about the transaction are fresh in their minds.

• Survey via partnership means that other people who hold sway with your target group could hand out printed surveys for you. A teacher could give them to students (or to parents at a school event); a preacher could give them to a congregation; a businessperson could take them to a Chamber of Commerce meeting; a faculty member could distribute them at a meeting. You have a great chance to reach special populations this way.

• Telephone surveys are usually done by paid corporations, and not everyone looks upon them favorably. But if the callers are trained to immediately assure people that they’re doing a short survey for the local library, results can be good.

6. Determine the method of tabulating the survey. The way you’ll tabulate your survey results depends partly on how you distributed it and partly on how you set it up. Multiple-choice questionnaires are much easier to evaluate than those with open-ended questions. If you can reach your target audience online, there are survey tools you can use (like SurveyMonkey, www.surveymonkey.com) that will add up the answers for you. If you hire a group to do a professional telephone survey, they’ll create a report to your specifications. If you’re passing out paper, then someone is going to have to spend a good bit of time carefully tallying up the results. Again, begin with the end in mind: Make sure that you have the manpower or the money needed to collect all the data you gather into a useful report. If you don’t, the survey was wasted.

7. Choose incentives you can offer to encourage people to complete it. What’s appropriate here depends on your method of distribution, your target market, and the number of surveys you’re putting out. To me, though, this is one of the fun parts!

Your method of distributing and collecting completed surveys impacts your choice of incentives. If you’re physically dealing with people, you can give out just about anything. If a trusted associate is passing out surveys for you, be sure to ask him or her what would be most comfortable to handle wherever he or she is. If your survey is conducted via mail or phone, or if it’s going out to a large group of people (say, more than 50), then it’s easiest to enter respondents for a chance to win a couple of big prizes.

Here are some small, inexpensive prizes you can give out individually:

Gifts for anyone:

• Pieces of wrapped candy or mints

• Packs of chewing gum

• Pens or pencils

• Pads of sticky notes

• Coupons for goods or services

• Single carnations

• Coupons for the library café

• Reusable canvas shopping bags

• Bottles of water

• Choice of book from your book sale rack

• Golf tees or balls


• Office or desk items

• Computer screen cleaners

Gifts for youth and teens:

• Gel bracelets

• School supplies like highlighters

• T-shirts

• Coupons for a game store

• Stickers

• Balloons

• Flying discs

Anything you give out that’s printable should have your library’s name and URL, of course! And don’t forget that you don’t necessarily have to buy everything. Many of the incentives listed could be provided by local vendors in exchange for publicity or as a goodwill gesture for your nonprofit organization.

Even if you do give out small incentive gifts to everyone, it still helps to enter them in a drawing for something bigger and better! There are several valid reasons to do this. The first is to get moreaccurate responses. Ask yourself: If somebody wanted you to stop what you were doing and fill out a survey in exchange for a piece of candy, how much time and thought would you put into your answers? Probably just enough to get the candy. But what if you were offered the candy and an entry to win, say, a $50 gift card, a pair of movie tickets, or even an iPod? You’d probably feel like you’d better bother to really think about your answers. You’d have an incentive to answer honestly and thoughtfully (hence the name “incentives”). This is especially important because, to be entered in a drawing, people need to give you their contact information. That keeps them from quickly checking Yes to everything, grabbing the candy, and running away.

The second reason to have a drawing is that it gives you a chance to legitimately collect names, addresses, email addresses, and phone numbers. Collecting this data on surveys can work both for and against you, though. If the main prize you’re offering is good enough, people will be happy to give you that info. But whether you dare ask for their personal info should depend largely on your survey questions. If you’re asking things like “Did you know about this service?” or “Would you be likely to attend programs like these?” then respondents shouldn’t mind including their names and addresses. But if you’re asking about thorny issues such as, “Rate these in order of where you’d like your Local Improvement Tax Dollars to go: Library, Police Department, Parks, Downtown Development,” then people might prefer to be anonymous.

A third reason to ask for names and addresses is to give you a pool of people to call on for further info. You might survey 200 people and find that 20 said they’d be very interested in attending author appearances. If your library wants to explore that option, you now have 20 people you could call in to do a focus group to help shape that new offering.

One more reason is that collecting personal data while doing a survey simply gives you more bang for your buck. You can use it to build or update databases of patron information, or to do further demographic studies to see if people in certain areas are seeking similar things.

Remember, though, to include a sentence on the form that tells people that filling in that data can give the library a right to contact them with occasional information. Provide a check-off box where they can opt in or opt out of being contacted for reasons other than prize notification.


8. Send the surveys out (with clear deadlines for return). When your surveys are finally ready to be distributed, take timing into account. For instance, if you’re emailing them to businesspeople, don’t do so on a weekend because they’re likely to view weekend email as spam and just delete it. If you’re sending the survey to people involved in any sort of school, make sure it doesn’t go out just before a holiday or break, or it’s likely to get lost in the shuffle.

It’s essential to have a clear deadline for the surveys to be returned. In fact, I always put the deadline in two or three different spots, just to make sure that the recipients can’t miss it. Here again, consider timing. It makes more sense to have something due on a Friday than it does on a Monday. Making the deadline a memorable date, like the first or last day of a month, helps as well. I once sent out a survey that I didn’t need back until April 20, but I made the deadline April 15 (the date that annual U.S. income taxes are always due) because I knew that would stick in people’s minds.

9. Send out reminders just before they’re due back. In my experience, there are two kinds of people—those who do things immediately and those who put them off till the last minute. (Sadly, I belong to the latter group.) This is obvious when you send out surveys. When doing surveys, I always get a bunch back right away, then returns slow to a trickle. So a day or two before the deadline I email everyone to remind them “Surveys are due back this Friday; if you still want to participate, now’s the time!” That always brings in a new flurry of responses.

It always pays to remind people when you can. Realistically, you know that answering your questions is not the top thing on people’s minds, and so even many people who really intend to do it never quite get there. If they meant to respond, then a gently worded last-minute reminder will often get them to drop everything else temporarily because they get that “it’s my last chance!” feeling. Don’t be afraid to invoke that; nobody else is afraid to do it! And don’t feel that reminding people is being pushy. Respondents have often thanked me for doing it. Take the attitude that your survey really matters and is worth the time to complete. If you don’t, who will?

10. Tabulate survey results to create useful answers to its questions. Finally, the data you’ve longed for is in your hands. You’re eager to see all the answers, and it’s fun looking through the surveys to see the interesting responses. But to really make sense of it all, you (or some willing soul) is going to have to slog through the task of tabulating all those answers.

If you’ve done an online survey, the tabulation has probably been done for you. This is really the way to go if you can. If you’re facing a pile of papers and are starting by hand, you might try the method that I’ve used in the past. First, I swore under my breath and vowed never to tabulate a survey by hand again. Then, to tabulate multiple-choice questions, I sat down with a blank paper copy of the survey, then took completed surveys one by one and made tally marks next to the multiple choice answers.

When my returns also had open-ended questions that respondents wrote in answers for, they clearly took more effort to add up. (And yes, more swearing ensued.) The best way I found was to start typing all the responses for a given question. Inevitably, many would give the same response, although each person would word it differently. So once I’d typed out the answer, “I haven’t been to a library in a couple years” I would add tally marks next to it when I came upon similar responses. Here again, begin with the end in mind. Will the managers who read your results really want to know every detail? You’ll soon realize that, to report the numbers, you’ll need to group them into categories. In this case they might be “Visited library within the past year,” “Hasn’t visited in 2 or 3 years,” “Can’t remember the last time they visited,” and “Has never visited the library.” These categories will make themselves apparent as you add up the answers.

Clearly, tabulating by hand is time-consuming and tedious, and I advise it only for small surveys (less than 50 responses). But your tabulation options depend largely on how you are able to deliver your survey to your target market. Not everyone has a computer and even some who do are not comfortable doing online surveys. If you relied on a pastor to distribute the survey to his or her congregation, you’re getting paper back. If you surveyed folks who stopped by your table at the county fair, you’re probably getting paper back. (Although some librarians have taken laptops to such events and asked people to do short questionnaires that way.)

Although I’ve admitted that you may be in for some tedious tallying, don’t avoid doing surveys just because of that. The real data that you get from real live people is more than worth the effort. In fact, it’s one of the only things that really gives you a basis for making important decisions about what products and services your library should offer. Consider the value of real, quantitative, personal data. Gathering and using it will help your organization waste less time and money on things that people don’t want and won’t use. It can prevent you from guessing which programs to offer (and fund). And it gives you a firm leg to stand on when a manager says, “But I think we should do it this way.” Having info in hand helps your case when you reply, “But 84% of the patrons we surveyed said that way doesn’t work for them.” Touché.

Focus Groups with Library Users

Conducting focus groups is a slightly more exact science than doing surveys. It demands quite a bit of time and effort, but the results can be extremely rewarding and useful. Again, you can set up a few small groups yourself, or you can hire professional firms to facilitate lots of varied focus groups. The choice depends on your needs and, of course, your budget. But the time and money spent on focus groups is worthwhile. In her MLS article “How to Conduct a Focus Group,” researcher/professor/consultant Marie Radford pointed out, “In this era of unremittingly taut budgets, people are paying more attention to accountability and assessment activities to determine whether limited funds are being spent wisely. … More librarians are finding evaluation activities thrust upon them (ready or not!) as part of their job responsibilities” (Jan./Feb. 2008, p. 1).

There are a number of steps necessary for planning and conducting focus groups. (You’ll note that many are the same as for doing surveys.) As I did in the previous section, I’ll list all of the steps first then go into detail about each one:

1. Decide exactly what you want the focus group to accomplish and who can make that happen.

2. Choose the target audience.

3. Carefully create your questions, thinking ahead to how you’ll be able to interpret responses to create useful data.

4. Test the questions on a few willing subjects and tweak as necessary.

5. Determine the method of recruiting participants.

6. Decide what incentives to offer to encourage people to participate; order the items ahead of time if necessary.

7. Set times and places for the focus groups to occur.

8. Invite many participants (with the promise of snacks, incentives, and a clear deadline for RSVPs).

9. Hold the actual focus groups, taking careful notes, and give participants the promised thank-you gifts.

10. Study the responses and collect them into a useful report.

Here are some instructions and pointers for each step.


1. Decide exactly what you want the focus group to accomplish and who can make that happen. The key word here is exactly. People often say “We just want to know what the public thinks.” But, as with most anything you set out to do, the more detailed your goals are, the more useful your resulting data will be. Writing down specific goals for your focus groups forces you to be precise.

As I explained in detail in step one of the survey section, it’s essential to begin with the end in mind. This comes to light even more with focus groups, because you have to choose someone from outside your library to have the actual discussions with your participants. (These must always be moderated by a person who is unbiased and unrelated to your organization so participants will give honest answers.) If you can’t articulate exactly what you want to learn from the group discussions, then you can’t tell the moderator, so he or she cannot steer the talks in the direction necessary to guarantee your satisfaction with the answers.

Once you can articulate your goals, you have to find a moderator to work with. Professional firms are great for this purpose if you can afford one. Barring that, seek out a library consultant, or check with local college professors or business people. You need someone who can be impartial, who understands libraries, and is comfortable leading discussions. Once you find this partner, you’re ready for the next two steps.

2. Choose the target audience. It seems obvious that you’ll want to invite participants who can answer your burning questions. Once you know exactly what those questions are, you can decide who can answer them. And since there are a million questions, then there are a million possibilities for different focus groups.

The essential tactic here is to keep each group homogeneous. In other words, you want the same sorts of people in each group. Let me explain more clearly through some quick examples. Let’s say that senior citizens are a big part of your area’s population, and you want to know what sorts of services and programs they want. Make sure that everyone you invite to the focus group is a senior, but within that group of seniors, also make sure you get men and women of differing ages and abilities.

Do match your targets to your questions. If you’re targeting employees of your corporation to get their overall impressions, then make sure you choose women and men from different departments who work on various levels, from administrative assistant right up to CEO. Also look for people who have been at your company for different lengths of time, from newbies to old hats. The broader your cross-section is, the more complete your data will be. Of course, if your questions are more specific, you want to narrow the field, perhaps to just the accountants or just the managers of one department. (See Chapter 9 for more details about separating people into target markets.)

3. Carefully create your questions, thinking ahead to how you’ll be able to interpret responses to create useful data. Writing questions for focus groups is less tricky than for surveys, because surveys are often filled out when you’re not there to help interpret questions. In a focus group, the moderator asks the initial question, but then can explain it further and can guide conversation to make sure that people give the sorts of answers you’re looking for. Additionally, most of the questions can be open-ended rather than multiple choice. This means that questions are much easier to ask—but the answers are much harder to tabulate. So beginning with the end in mind will serve you well when you’re trying to make sense out of a bunch of group conversations. And it’s worth repeating that the data you get will only be as good as the questions you’ve asked.

I’ll use a sample survey question from the previous section to illustrate how you can dig for deeper answers in focus groups. The question is, “When you want to use a library computer, is one usually available?” As people answer yes or no, the moderator can ask, “What time of day or what day of the week do you usually use the library’s computers?” Then later you can use that information as evidence of the demand for more computers in your next budget request.

In a typical 60- to 90-minute focus group, you can cover only about 10 questions, tops, which is another reason to choose your questions carefully.

4. Test the questions on a few willing subjects and tweak as necessary. Make sure your questions are not worded in such a way as to influence the answers. They should allow your participants plenty of space for conversation and free-flowing thought. The beauty of hearing from focus groups is that people often learn their own true opinions about something for the first time as they talk it out with others.

Remember to test your questions before finalizing them. And don’t test them on a fellow librarian or anyone else who knows your work well; test them on the type of people who will comprise your actual focus group. Also, if you’re hiring a professional firm or an outside moderator, they need to be part of the group that has final say on the content, context, and wording of your questions.

5. Determine the method of recruiting participants. Here’s the trickiest part of doing focus groups: How do you get people to bother to come? In a world where everyone seems busier than ever, why would anyone want to commit an hour or more to talk with strangers about library services or policies?

I wish I had an easy answer here, but I don’t. You’ll have to do some good old-fashioned hard work. And your level of success will depend largely on who is in your target market and how well you really know them. What matters to them? What makes them tick? You can learn a lot about people just by going through this recruiting process. Some groups will obviously be more difficult to lure in than others, so this step deserves a lot of thought.

Many factors will affect your success in attracting participants, including what incentive gifts you offer them and what time and place you choose to hold the events. These two are so important that I’ve made them their own steps in the process. Another factor to consider is, who really cares about this issue? Who has something to say? People who already have strong feelings about something are more likely to accept an opportunity to voice them.

Here are some recruiting methods that librarians have used:

• Start with in-house groups, like members of an advisory board or book club.

• Invite a ready-made group such as department heads, a project team, a particular class, or a faculty group.

• Use a social networking site to find a group of people that fits your need.

• Announce your project in your library newsletter or on your website.

• Put an ad in a newspaper or on a radio station that reaches the target market.

• Ask each staff member to find one willing friend.

• Turn to a professional group that includes recruitment as part of its services.

• Call numbers right out of the phone book.

• Try a word-of-mouth campaign.

You should know that you’ll need to invite many, many more people than you’ll actually want in each group. If you want 10 people, you will need to ask 30 or 40. Accept RSVPs from 15 or 18, and you’ll end up with about 10 who actually show up on the appointed date.

6. Decide what incentives to offer to encourage people to participate; order the items ahead of time if necessary. Offering incentives is optional for survey participants, but it’s a must when you’re asking people to spend time in focus groups. Since they are committing to an event, transporting themselves somewhere, and spending at least an hour there on your behalf, it’s the least you can do. Most pros wouldn’t dream of skipping incentives for focus group participants. It’s the norm. In fact, many people won’t volunteer to do this without one.

If you’re concerned about the cost, well, try putting a price on the value of the consumer information you’re getting from the event. Then add the money you’ll save by not running programs that would have failed. Add in the bonus value of the goodwill you’ll reap just because you’re showing your constituents that you care about their opinions and intend to act on them. Then ask yourself whether

$10 or $25 per person is really too much to spend for those results.

When deciding what incentives to offer, what’s appropriate clearly depends a lot on your target market. Put yourself in their shoes: What would you like to get? What is an hour of your time worth? This is not the time to be cheap because what you give out will reflect on your library. You don’t want people to walk away saying, “They think all I’m worth is this plastic toy? Humph!” Because you know that they’ll tell two friends, who will tell two other friends.

Here are a few ideas for incentives that aren’t too cheap or too expensive. But I encourage you to be creative and to choose items that really fit the people who will be getting them:

• Imprinted canvas shopping bags with some goodies inside

• Movie tickets


• Gift cards for local businesses such as drugstores, card shops, grocery stores, music shops, etc.

• Products or services provided by your business partners

• As I write this, American adults would sit through just about anything to get some free gasoline!

And by all means, don’t forget: Everybody likes plain old money! If you feel awkward handing out cash, you can buy gift cards from American Express or various banks that people can spend like cash just about anywhere.

If you’re forced to settle for inexpensive or unexciting thank-you gifts, you can still sweeten the pot by entering all of your participants in a drawing to win one or two big pricey prizes. Try reaching out to local businesses for sponsorships. Other librarians have landed donated prizes like a camera, an iPod, dinner for two, and a bicycle. Think about fun things that people might not spend money on for themselves. What about a free limousine for a night, or something signed by a celebrity? Or something wild, like a hotair balloon ride? The sky’s the limit!

7. Set times and places for the focus groups to occur. The first thing to decide as far as time and place is whether you can hold focus groups in any of your library buildings. Do you have meeting rooms that will work, and are they private enough? For instance, don’t plan to use the meeting room right next to the director’s office and ask people who are sitting there to give you their candid thoughts about the library. (They might fear that the walls have ears, so to speak.) If you want to work outside your library, then where can you go? Will you have to pay to use the space?

You’d be surprised by how much your choice of time and place impacts people’s decisions about whether to attend your focus group. As always, make choices based on the people you’re trying to attract, and make it as convenient for them as possible. If you’re trying to question county or municipal employees, then meet in one of their buildings and offer lunch as part of the incentive. If you want college students, pick a place where they are comfortable. If you’re going for parents of school-age kids, maybe you can meet in a place where they’d be anyway—near their kids’ soccer practice or martial arts class, or even in their school building. No matter what, if you choose a place that’s not out of the way for your audience, you’ll be more successful.

8. Invite many participants (with the promise of snacks, incentives, and a clear deadline for RSVPs). Plan your focus group the same way you’d plan a party. Invite your guests in whatever fashion suits the group (phone, email, paper invitations). In order to get a full house, invite lots and lots of people, because you know that many of them won’t show up. Ideally, you want to gather small groups of just 8 to 12 people. In order to have a group of that size, you should invite about 40 people to start with. Hopefully you’ll get 15 to 20 acceptances, and then 8 to 12 of those will actually appear. (Calling people with gentle reminders the day before or the day of is a very good idea, especially if you’ve invited them weeks in advance.)

In your invitations, make it clear that participants need to RSVP by a certain day and time so you can finalize your plans. And spell out exactly what you’re willing to give them in return for their time. Your carefully chosen gifts should not be nice surprises at the end; they should be true incentives to attend, promised from the beginning to encourage people to help you.

It’s also important that you have snacks and drinks on hand to keep them happy. Yes, on top of other incentives, it’s common focus group courtesy to set out a little spread. Simple finger food and a few beverage choices are fine. And don’t be afraid to highlight that in your invitations, because it will make a difference in whether people come. I don’t advise going too heavy on the food, because after all, your guests won’t talk and chew at the same time (hopefully). You want their mouths to be free for plenty of talking. But you should treat these folks as valued guests while they’re helping you, and your hospitality will make an impression on them. Most will be thrilled if you offer coffee and tea, bottled water, and a few soft drinks. Add a little bite-sized fruit (grapes are perfect) and cheese with crackers, and you’ve got a data-filled party going on.

9. Hold the actual focus groups, taking careful notes, and give participants the promised thank-you gifts. When the big day finally comes, you need to be prepared to capture all of the information that you’ve worked so hard to get. This is not a oneperson job.

The main worker here is the moderator, who leads the discussion where it needs to go. He or she needs to be very familiar with the questions and even more familiar with the library’s goals for the event.

In addition, the pros recommend that you have someone who’s tasked specifically with taking detailed notes, so the moderator can concentrate on the conversation. Obviously this “scribe” should be familiar enough with libraries to understand what everyone’s saying and to record their thoughts rapidly. Nobody can (or should) record every word, which is why it helps to keep the event’s goals at the forefront. The moderator and scribe should be listening especially for key words and phrases. It’s much easier to note how many were for and against certain ideas than to transcribe every word of the discussion and try to assess it later.

Neither the moderator nor the note-taker should be an employee of the library. If they are, the guests are not likely to feel comfortable being honest.

Ideally, you’ll also have a way to record the entire session. This not only takes some pressure off the scribe, but it also gives the scribe and moderator the chance to go back and listen again as they put together all the reactions for the final report. It lets them note intonations and times when the discussion was either heated or mellow. So if at all possible, use a video camera or tape recorder to preserve the discussion. If you’re doing this, though, the moderator must tell all the participants up front that they’re being recorded, and assure them that the library client will not see or hear the tape. Convince them that they’ll remain safely anonymous so they won’t be afraid to dish the real dirt.

One tip here: I recommend not giving folks their incentives until the event is over. Handing them out right away wastes precious discussion time. Waiting also prevents people from trying to slip out early.

10. Study the responses and collect them into a useful report. Sifting through diverse answers and thoughts from notes and tapes can be a very difficult job. If possible, specify that the moderator do the full report. If you must do it, it will help if the scribe has made some general notes to indicate how many people were positive or negative about each idea and topic. Start with those general numbers and go into more detail from there.

Note especially when participants were surprised by something (“I had no idea they would do background research for my experiment!”), because this often points to a topic that the librarians have not publicized successfully enough. Likewise, report when participants felt very positive (“I’ve always loved libraries since I was a kid!”) or negative (“I really don’t see why they’re still asking for money when nobody’s using the place.”).

I’ve also found it very valuable to record some specific quotes that really drive a point home. Quotes from participants are more powerful than any sentence written by the author of a report. I’ll share some good ones from focus groups I did a few years ago. (See the sidebar on page 63, “Interesting Quotes I’ve Gathered.”) I included each of these in my final report, because I thought they’d make an impact on the administrators who would read it.



Interesting Quotes I’ve Gathered

These are some insightful tidbits I’ve gathered from various focus groups I’ve conducted with library users, nonusers, and staff members:

• “You can travel the world reading a book.” (happy patron)

• The expanded branch is a “palatial facility,” like “the Taj Mahal of Libraries.” (impressed patron)

• “Barnes & Noble took over what the library used to be.” (former patron)

• “Libraries are for scholars.” (nonuser)

• Library has the “ambiance of a hospital.” (nonuser)

• “We shoot ourselves in the foot with what we give to the public.” (staff member lamenting ineffective, lingo-filled promo material)

• “For every part of your life, we have something for you.” (outreach staffer)

• “Both the Spanish-speaking communities and the Orthodox Jewish communities are ‘word of mouth’ communities, and our current way of making the public aware doesn’t work.” (smart staffer)

• “I myself am often unaware of program events held in the library.” (honest staffer)

• “We make it hard for people to use us by refusing to get up-to-date with technology, letting our website fall behind the times, and by not doing what we can for customers to have an easy Amazon/Google-like experience on our website.” (brutally honest staffer)




The most important section of the report is the Executive Summary, because (sadly) that’s the only part that most busy managers will ever read. To be a complete record of the event, however, the final report should always include the exact list of questions asked, along with the responses and notes on the discussion of each one.

A Word About Users vs. Nonusers

People who don’t use your services at all are extremely important. It’s tempting to think, “Let’s not bother with them; we have enough trouble keeping current patrons happy.” But please don’t. Nonusers, in any library setting, represent several things. They are, first, potential customers. (Do you see any big businesses ignoring potential customers? No! They want everybody to be part of their market share.) Second, they are the key to understanding why not everyone values libraries—their feelings and thoughts are the holy grail for librarians who want to understand what people do and do not want, need, use, or value.

It can be difficult to get nonusers to participate in surveys or focus groups. Sometimes they see no reason to go through the exercise, yet sometimes they’re happy to tell you what they feel. I urge you to tap these people for information. Sure they’ll say things you might not want to hear, but isn’t that part of learning, of getting the big picture?

There are ways to get this target market to participate. I heard of one library that was doing a user focus group (with people they knew and trusted), and organizers asked each participant to bring a nonuser friend along. Those friends went to a separate group that met in another room during the same time period. One nonuser group I ran was recruited by the librarians themselves, who asked friends and relatives to attend. (Hey, guilt can work!)

When you’re doing an on-location survey out in public, make sure that one of the first questions on the page is “How often do you use the library?” and be sure to include specific questions for people who respond, “Hardly ever” or “Not at all.”

Don’t be afraid to hear what nonusers have to say about libraries, because we need to heed their voices most of all.

A Few Favorite Tips and Tricks

Here are some tips and tricks to help you through the work of both surveys and focus groups:

• Hold your first groups with friendly, safe, ready-made groups of people—your teen advisory board, very frequent users, Friends, appointed board, trustees, or staff members. This will help you build your confidence.

• Base your first focus group questions on hot topics that people will really want to talk about. That gets discussions going.

• For on-site surveys, have clipboards and pens to let people fill out paper forms without having to wait for a spot at your table or booth. Have a few chairs for them too. Anything that will make it physically easier for people to complete the surveys will increase your return.

• Use humor in focus groups to put people at ease.

• Promise participants that you’re really going to read and ponder their opinions. Then follow through and prove that you’ve done that by announcing your decisions, changes, or new services to them.

• On the form you use to sign people up for library cards, have a space for an email address and a note saying that filling in the address means the signer agrees to receive occasional emails from the library. You can use these later to email surveys or to recruit people for focus groups.


An Inconvenient Truth

As you’ve realized by now, doing just one survey or focus group won’t give you a complete picture. You’ll need to do a number of them, each aimed at learning about one particular group of people, or at answering one particular set of questions. Yes, this means doing more work, but don’t panic. As with many repeated tasks, once you have a template and a plan, the later work goes more quickly than the initial work. And the better your initial plan is, the more smoothly everything goes thereafter. Beginning with the end in mind helps ensure that everything runs well.






End of sample
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