Public Service Management Discussion

Monday, February 7, 2005

11 a.m. -- noon

SML Lecture Hall

Present: Ellen Cordes Rob Daigle, Ellen Hammond, Katherine Haskins, Carol Jones, Kenny Marone, John Nann, Danuta A. Nitecki, Sue Crockford-Peters, Sandy Peterson, David Stern, Richard Szary, Maryetta Russell [note taker]

With thanks to those in attendance, Danuta opened the discussion by stating the purpose of this meeting was to discuss issues facing management of public services in the Library.  Her Direct Reports Group had posed the idea of creating some organizational structure by which public service policies and procedures affecting units across the Library could be reviewed, and where resource needs for reader service programs could be identified and sought.   This meeting invited a broader perspective than the Direct Reports Group to explore if others agree that a need exists for better managerial coordination of public services, and if so, what would be a useful grouping to address the need.  

An excellent discussion followed, with focus on several broad questions, some posed and some emerged from the conversation. 

1.What needs fixing?  

· Communication of public service issues is poor across library units and administrative structures, which causes stress for the staff that work on the “front lines.” Better communication among staff providing services is needed to improve public services in the library.  Improved awareness of the problems facing different libraries and service units and of how problems are handled should help improve delivery of public services.

· Resources [staff and operating funds] are not explicitly managed for delivering public services.  Under current practices, public service resources are limited and seldom budgeted as a separate program line.  Without a pool of funding for shared service programs, there is no clear authority to deliver library-wide services.  Resources are allocated to services at departmental levels and in competition with other program priorities. If we create a public service program agenda then we can better realize what levels of needed resources should be.  Funding is needed for the tools that cross disciplines (e.g. RefWorks, Ask!Live) and there is no clear mechanism through which to obtain funds to obtain such tools to support service delivery. We don’t know what the Library’s Public Service budget is, but a recent analysis within one department concluded that that some may be surprised to find more than 50% of the library’s budget is spent on providing public services.

· Although collaborations occur on occasion among individuals, there is not an easy way to be aware of opportunities for sharing expertise and resources, or of needs to resolve similar problems.  Service managers share the belief that collaborative action between libraries may help to make things happen, but there is a need to sanction and encourage it as an approach to managing public services. A collaborative and coordinated approach to service delivery will also improve presentation of Library services to the faculty and other recipients of services.  It might also avoid “reinventing the wheel” which we tend to do.

· We are not in a good position to understand user [information seekers, researchers students, teachers]  behaviors and the needs of service providers to respond to them.  There is a clear need to have someone look across the library department to see if there are deficiencies in public service.  If so, an agenda should be created to correct these shortcomings.  The message is not out there – we are not prepared to do the things we are asked to do because we are not in a good position to identify our public’s service needs and quantify them.

There was agreement that there is a need for some sort of forum for cross library discussion of public services, that public services management issues are shared and that greater coordination will be beneficial.   

2. Do we want a public services management council? What might characterize such a forum?  

There was shared interest to establish a council.  It needs a regular structure.  It might need a budget or have influence in advocating for allocations of the Library’s funds. It should have the authority to influence if not shape public service policies.

A council or forum should be inclusive.  Its scope of concern should include all services provided for the direct benefit of individual customers of the Library—e.g. circulation/reserves, document delivery/ILL, reference, and instruction.

The CDC was identified as a model to consider.  Some shared several positive impressions about it: its membership is representative of all affected units and it influences resource allocations.

How might it relate to other existing Library groups?
The relationship of such a public services group to the Service Quality Improvement Council was questioned.  The SQIC was established to focus on processes and workflows with attention to gather data to inform decisions and to take a broad perspective across library units when seeking ways to improve process designs.  The agenda for the SQIC is not limited to public services.  The SQIC ambition to raise awareness and develop skills to continuously improve processes has been partially met, and its role should be clarified.

Suggestions were made that the SQIC might become a subset of a public services management council, or that its function be assumed by LMC.  There was agreement that the identified need for a public services management council is independent of the SQIC, although the latter’s purpose should be revisited.

The SQIC’s membership is inclusive of other Library programs –technical services, systems, collections development, personnel.  To consider down and up stream impact of workflow and process designs, such inclusion is critical.  Whether the public services council should include liaisons to other groups among its membership or remain more homogeneous to managers of service provisions was mentioned but not resolved.   More thought needs to be given to membership of a public services council.

3. What do we do next?

As we are moving toward a goal-driven and performance evaluation management approach in the Library, the time seems especially ripe to formulate a public services program identity and have a body take responsibility for it.  

Participants in the discussion did not feel a need to conduct further information gathering about what is needed, but rather to establish a mechanism by which the public services program can be defined and nurtured.  Suggestions for how to proceed were varied.

* Address what is the key problem of public service with particular attention to how we allocate resources and respond to budget changes.

* We could look at difficult situations first – then go back and identify the most important problems 

* Communication to the LMT and LMC should  be made about the interest to establish a Council.

Ellen Cordes and Sue Crockford-Peters volunteered to draft  a charge for a Public Services Council or Forum.  Danuta will schedule a follow-up discussion of their draft and of next steps.

