Customers and Culture:  The Who and What

of Library Pubic Relations Efforts

by Donna Miller


Typically when we think of the term “PR”, we tend to visualize slick, showy displays, elaborate campaigns, “in your face” sales pitches, and other time-consuming, high dollar types of projects.  Additionally, we are haunted by mental pictures of preparing and delivering speeches in front of large crowds and assertively “preaching the gospel” of libraries to everyone with whom we come into contact.  Although some of the above activities might, and I emphasize might, be methods used to successfully sell your library and programs, there are other, just as effective and not so painful types of projects and activities that we ordinary, library types can employ to help us convince others of the importance of libraries and library services.  


To be successful in your PR efforts requires that you know who your customers are and how to establish good relationships with them.  A second important component is having an understanding of the cultural contexts within which you work, both within your organization and in the broader community.  Once you have a firm grasp of these two elements, customers and culture, PR becomes much easier and more natural.  In fact, many of your PR efforts will consist of small, informal activities in which you engage on an almost continuous basis rather than large, costly, showy events that you can only pull off annually or even less frequently.  This article will address both topics -- customers and organizational culture -- and present some helpful tips for implementing some simple but effective PR strategies related to these concepts.  Additionally, since not all librarians and media specialists are assertive extroverts, some of the tips offered will be more passive and low-key in nature.  So that you do not become overwhelmed and give up before you even start to deal with this rather awesome but very important issue, I would encourage you to approach PR the same way you would eat an elephant (if you would deign to do so) – one bite at a time!  You certainly cannot implement a full-blown, commercial ad campaign such as those undertaken by ALA (American Library Association) unless you have unlimited funding and the people power to make this work. So, again, the ideas presented here will be smaller and simpler, yet very effective in 

helping you to promote your library program.


Prior to developing strategies for promoting your library, it is imperative that you know to whom you will direct your efforts.  So a fundamental question to ask is, “Who are my customers?”  We do not usually think of library users as customers, and therein lies part of the problem regarding our failure to promote our programs effectively.  Believe it or not, you do indeed have competition, and therefore your customers have a choice about whether or not they will frequent your library or media center.  With the advent of the internet and “free”, Web-based resources many folks think that using a library is a thing of the past.   Thus, librarians must be ever mindful of the need to “market” their services and resources and provide good customer service to potential users.  The patrons, teachers, and students who use your library are indeed your customers, and they should be treated as such.  You have probably already begun to think about ways to better serve these groups, but what of the other customers that you or your library impact?  Who are the people, both inside and outside of your organization with whom you have contact and interaction?  To better identify these customers, take a blank sheet of paper and write two headings at the top of the sheet.  On the left side, write the words “Internal Customers”.  On the right side, write the words “External Customers”.  

Before you write anything else on this sheet of paper, let’s define these terms.  Your internal customers are those within your organization who receive some type of service from you.  Examples are:  1) as previously mentioned, the patrons, teachers, or students whom you serve and work with, 2) your peers inside the library with whom you work every day, 3)  other staff members inside the library with whom you may have sporadic contact,  4) the supervisor for whom you work and also provide assistance such as setting up equipment for meetings, researching a topic for which (s)he needs information, setting up displays, scheduling time in the library for programs, classes, meetings, and other activities 5)  the college, school, or library’s administrative secretary for whom you find recipes, share magazine articles on crafts, discuss your kids and grandkids, etc., 5)  the custodian for whom you stack chairs or pick up debris to make vacuuming easier each day, 6)  parent, student, or community volunteers, and 7) potentially, all other persons who work inside your organization.  These valuable internal customers form their opinions about the library and its program largely based upon their interactions with you.  Every time you go beyond what is expected to help one of them or make their jobs or lives easier, a positive impression is formed.  A friend of mine refers to this as “accumulating chips” with people.  This has also been referred to as depositing goodwill into the “emotional bank accounts” of those with whom you work.  If these emotional bank accounts are “in the black” or have a positive balance instead of “in the red” with negative balances, both you and the library program will be viewed in a more favorable light.  

Basically, what I am describing here is that awful “p” word – politics!  While this term sometimes has a negative connotation due to some of our public officials and institutions that have become corrupt and self-serving, politics is definitely a fact of life and something that does not have to be thought of as a negative factor.  If you always have as the purpose of your political activities better serving the needs of patrons, students, and faculty, then you will not be inclined to go over to the dark side of dirty politics.  Performing periodic “gut checks” and soul searching to ensure that this is the case can help you avoid becoming ambitious and self-serving and remain humble and other-serving.  

OK, now you’ve begun to think more carefully about your internal customers, but what about your external customers?  Who are those people outside of your organization with whom you interface in your role as a librarian?  Some of your external customers may be within your organization but outside of your immediate work place or department.  External customers for a college library could be staff in the administrative offices or support staff in different departments.  For the public librarian, your external customers could be the library board members or citizens in various groups that meet at the library but do not necessarily frequent it.  For the school librarian, your external customers could include school board members and central office administrators.  Other external customers could include 1) the school or public library district coordinator or director to whom you submit budget requests, statistical reports, and other information, 2) the college, county, or library district’s payroll or human relations department clerk who contacts you with questions about your W-4 form deductions or your health insurance coverage, 3) the district curriculum coordinator or college VP for Academic Affairs, or the department head who wants you to serve on a committee, 4) the superintendent or library director’s secretary who is RSVP’ing in response to your invitation to some activity during National Library Week, 5) a clerk in the transportation department to whom you have sent a request for using a car to attend a library conference, and other staff persons outside of your immediate library or department with whom you come into contact on a periodic basis.  As with your internal customers, every one of these external customers is constantly weighing the encounters that they have had with you and forming opinions about your professionalism and therefore about your library program.  

Other external customers could be people totally outside of your organization, some of whom may never actually even enter the library.  Examples are 1) parents who call you and question the appropriateness of a book that their son or daughter has checked out, 2) the teller at your bank who is an avid mystery reader and knows that you are too, 3) your auto mechanic with whom you have had a dispute on fees for repair of your car who knows that you work for the public, college, or school library, 4) the grocery checker at your local supermarket with whom you have had a discussion about a paperback fiction book you bought at the store that you’ve both read, 5) prominent business and community leaders with whom you may network at various civic or social functions, and a myriad of other folks with whom you come into contact who may never actually use your library but are aware of what you do and are forming opinions about you and your library program, based upon the nature of your encounters.

Now, look at the headings on your paper and begin to write the names of both your current internal and external customers underneath each heading.  To make the lists even more valuable, place a “+” beside the names of those with whom you have positive relationships, and place a “-“ beside those whose emotional bank accounts are in the red.  If you want to take this exercise a step further, you could actually write on an index card the names of each person with whom your relationship is shaky, one name per card, and then write some strategies on each card for improving these relationships.  If you do this, you must be realistic, however, and know that some relationships may be unsalvageable.  In those cases, go ahead and toss the cards.  Spending time upon irreparable relationships will simply drain your energy, efforts, and emotions that could be better spent on improving those that are promising.  

Finally, think about expanding both your internal and external customer base by brainstorming names of people with whom you have not yet had contact or who may not know that you are a librarian.  Add names under both headings of people with whom you think it is important to begin to establish relationships.  Then, place each name on an index card, and, over time, list strategies for beginning to form positive relationships with each of these people.  You will be surprised at the number of people with whom you can begin to network and make deposits into their emotional bank accounts!  Even informal, one-on-one relationships can have a positive impact upon your library program.

At this point, you probably have a pretty good and complete picture of who your customers are as well as some specific ideas about how to improve some of your “customer relations” and grow your customer base.  We will now turn to the second important factor in a successful PR effort, that of cultural contexts.  Webster’s dictionary defines culture as “a complex of typical behavior or standardized social characteristics peculiar to a specific group, occupation, or profession . . . “ (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, p. 552).  In other words, culture means behavior within a group that is considered “socially acceptable”.  To be successful in any effort, much less a PR initiative, one must understand how to behave to be accepted and respected by his/her peers, supervisors, and those (s)he serves, i.e. one’s customers.  Four cultural components that are important to understand and adhere to are status, rituals, totems, and taboos. Virtually every organization, no matter whether educational or business-related includes these components.  Let’s examine these one at a time and explore the implications for successfully marketing your library program.

Status describes those items or symbols that we consider prestigious, i.e. those things to which we give status.  These could include having a corner office or classroom with windows, being given a certain parking space, having perfect attendance at work, certain titles or degrees, earning tenure, or other such symbols of success.  It is important to understand what is given special status in your library organization so that you show proper respect or at least gracious tolerance for these items in order to fit into your organization’s culture.  How might you use the concept of status to earn chips with important customers?  Take a look at some very easy-to-do activities and gestures you can implement to show that you recognize that certain people have status in your library and to actually give status to specific people who are among your customers.

· placing a congratulatory note in staff members’ boxes when they achieve successes 

· writing a thank you note to your in-house mentor for sharing ideas with you

· creating a “Library Stars” bulletin board to recognize students for various accomplishments

· extending check-out privileges to patrons, students, or faculty who are always prompt in returning materials (Be sure to check with your supervisor about library policies before doing this.)

· having a “What’s New?” reception at which volunteers have the first opportunity to look at new books and check them out

· giving special recognition to certain students, staff members, or teachers in your library newsletter for jobs well done

· awarding certificates to children or students who are “super readers” or good library citizens 

The second cultural component that is important to understand is the concept of rituals.  Rituals are those activities or celebrations that are performed over and over again.  Examples are signing in each day, 8:00 am announcements, graduation ceremonies, field days for elementary schools, weekly staff meetings, bringing a treat to share on designated days, sending Christmas or birthday cards every year to staff, secret Santas, and other regularly practiced events.  Rituals are sometimes easier to discern than status because of the regularity with which they occur.  However, rituals are very important to observe and participate in as they are usually deeply embedded within your library, or organization’s culture.  So how can observing and participating in rituals positively impact your library and help you create positive “public” relations for your program?  Simple ideas are

· find a respected staff member and ask her/him to share with you information about repeated events and what your role should be in those events

· make a concerted effort to participate in rituals within your library organization

· ask the people responsible for special events how you can be of help before they come to you with a request for help

· take the time to find out what pet projects various people lead, and give support without usurping their authority

· when appropriate, volunteer to have certain functions in the library or ask how the library can participate in various events, i.e. Secret Santa name drawing could be held in the library, refreshments for staff on field day could be kept in the library, etc.


Totems are those symbols and practices within your school that are, like status, sometimes unwritten and perhaps unspoken but represent important cultural norms to be observed by all members of the organization.  For example, staff and students may consider wearing the school’s colors every Friday to be sacred.  Or it may be especially important that everyone bring a treat to share for certain holidays or celebrations that are rituals every year. On game days, staff may be expected to wear school colors.  The difference between totems and rituals is that rituals are the actual events, activities, and celebrations whereas totems are the accoutrements that accompany these events.  Thus, the fact that Fridays are game days constitutes a ritual; wearing the school’s colors on these days represents a totem to recognize the ritual.  Celebrating holidays with food is the ritual; the actual bringing or contributing to the meal is a totem. Recognizing your co-workers’ birthdays by wishing them well would be a ritual; actually giving them a card for their birthdays represents a totem.  Strategies for using totems to promote your library are:

· keeping a supply of ribbons, shirts, buttons, etc. in the school’s colors that can be borrowed when teachers or students forget to wear the colors on Fridays

· allowing staff or patrons to make congratulatory cards and notes for others by using desktop publishing software on a computer in the library, and assisting them when necessary

· placing all special events (rituals) on your calendar, along with a note to remind you of your role and responsibilities for that event (totems)

The fourth cultural component is the concept of taboos.  As you have probably already determined, taboos are cultural no-no’s or faux pas.  As with some of the other components, taboos are not always clearly communicated to those new to the organization, and even some who have been at a library for a period of time fail to take notice of them.  If violated, taboos can cause one to almost immediately fall out of favor!  Thus, it is imperative that you learn about these, and, if you discover you have violated a social taboo, make amends as quickly as possible!  Such things as taking the parking slot that is “Mrs. Jones’ special parking place”, not having students stack their chairs on tables at the end of the day so the custodian can vacuum, actually sitting down in the  lounge during a break, volunteering for a job at a ritual event that is always handled by Mr. Smith, not volunteering for a job that you are expected to do for certain events, and other sometimes quirky items.  So how do you find out what the taboos in your school are?  Ask and observe, and be continually sensitive to what is going on around you!  Tips for avoiding taboos are:

· watching long-time, respected staff members as they go through their daily routine  

· discretely following them into the cafeteria, break room, or lounge, and observing what they do  

· asking the teacher next door or a staff member in a different department about special types of celebrations unique to your library or school  

· scheduling a time to visit with the administrative secretary to go over the yearly calendar, and taking notes about various events and activities

· Most important, if you feel that you have violated a taboo, do more listening than talking to determine what is wrong.

While these activities may seem rather laborious and trivial, your success and acceptance, and therefore the acceptance and support of the library program, could very well hinge on something so minor as parking in the wrong space.  Social and cultural norms are very powerful, and because of their power they should be studied and practiced as librarians seek to win support for the library program.  


Some general tips for promoting your library program are:

· Always, always, always remember who your customers are and give them exquisite customer service!  Remember, YOU ARE THE LIBRARY!  When people have negative encounters with you, they will not only criticize you but also the library and its services.  

· Practice a “can do” attitude, and, if you have to say no (and there are times that you definitely must!), make it sound like yes.  Example:  “Sally, I’m sorry that can’t pull all of the books on animals (or chemistry, or music, or true crime) by noon today because I have a group coming in to use them, but here’s what I can do.  I will ask some of the volunteers (or a class of students)  to pull as many as they can from the 599’s (or whatever section), and I will pull the rest this afternoon after work.  Will that help you?”

· When faculty, staff, or students give you positive input about the library’s programs, resources, or services, ask them to convey that to the supervisor (principal, library director, dean of a department) and other staff or students.  In fact, you can create a “library kudos” bulletin board and ask folks to write notes on post-its or index cards that you, in turn, will post on the board.  This will help you avoid having library “spam” written directly on the bulletin board.

· When good things are happening in the library invite your supervisor to come and observe – at the time they are happening!  

· Send email messages or hand-written notes to customers to thank them, praise them, offer special services or resources to them, congratulate them, remember them on special days, and invite them to use the library.  Do this often and sincerely!  It makes a huge difference.

· From time to time, invite teachers, important patrons, or faculty members to the library for coffee and donuts before their work day begins to see various resources or to briefly inform them about new services, student projects, or new books.  If mornings are not convenient, try having a special dessert to lure them to the library after lunch or at the end of the day.  Microwave popcorn smells delicious as does hot cider on cold days.  Combine those snacks with tables laden with new books, magazines, catalogs, or ads for new reference books or databases, all displayed in an attractive manner, and you have an attractive, low cost, low maintenance PR project for your library or media center.


Finally, in real estate, there is an old saying, “Location is everything.”  For the librarian, this can be revised to read, “Attitude is everything.”  Thus, no matter what your approach to PR, always make sure that you do truly believe in the importance of the library program and you genuinely care about all of your customers.  This is the bottom line in achieving positive support for your library!

