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Service Exercise

     We all know that good customer service is important.  But what does that look like?  What does it mean to provide good customer service?  How far do we go?  These are all questions library managers need to address.

     It is essential for managers to make customer service one of their highest priorities.  Even though public libraries are not stores or restaurants, they provide an important service to the community; information and entertainment.  They are also dependent on the community for funding.  A good manager should take the time to research good customer service practices as well as how staff should be trained and evaluated.  
     Customer service begins with knowing the population the library serves.  This is essential in determining their needs.  Williams (2005) shows ways to provide exceptional customer service in a poor, urban area of Columbus, OH.  Some of the services her library branch provides includes GED tutoring, computer training and a staffed homework help center.  During the summer, they contract with another organization to serve lunches to children, who sometimes spend the whole day at the library.   I think many librarians, while they would sympathize with hungry children, would not think to try to provide lunch for them as that is not the usual role of the library.  
     The poor are often unaware of all the different services a library offers.  Williams shows how to promote library services in creative ways.  For example, library staff will spontaneously grab a picture book, sit down and read it to the children, thus also promoting their scheduled story times.  During the 2004 election, there were people standing in line for hours at the library waiting to vote.  Library staff moved chairs into the line area so people could sit.  They walked around with armloads of books.  They sat on the floor and read to the kids.  It was a great opportunity for them to promote the library and all the programs it offers, including the Reading Off Fines program so that patrons with blocked cards could use the library again.  
     Columbus Ohio libraries are also experimenting with a different reference technique they call proactive reference (Korenowky, 2007).  Proactive reference involves staff leaving their desks to seek out customers rather than waiting for customers to come to them.  Korenowsky describes a “Day in the life of proactive reference customer service” which includes not only showing a patron the technology center where she could type her resume, but also providing her with books about resume writing to help her.  The reference librarian also showed a family who was “just browsing” how to use the microfilm machine to find out what happened on the day they were born.  
     The proactive reference program was just getting started; I wish I could have found a follow-up showing how successful it was, and if customer satisfaction noticeably improved.  For measuring and evaluating customer service is important; we all want to know are hard work is paying off.  Jordan (2007) developed a rating system she called The Friendliness Factor in order to evaluate customer service.  She then called and/or visited 30 libraries, evaluating them not only on reference and circulation encounters, but how many computers were available and restroom cleanliness as well.  This technique is similar to hiring a mystery shopper to engage with staff and evaluate the experience.        
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