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RCL service philosophy
• People come first; we are an organization of “yes”.
• We get answers for you, provide directions, attempt to solve your problems or
to connect you to a person or source who can.
• We connect you to a wide range of relevant scholarly resources, technology
and tools.
• We are interested in you and curious about the work you are doing.
• We engage you in conversations to understand your work so that we can
collaborate with you to support your success.
• We look beyond our borders for ideas and solutions.
• We encourage collaboration between individuals and groups in order to
facilitate research, teaching and learning.
• Our services and resources are available where, how and when you need them.
• We are committed to continuous learning and development.

Learning outcomes
By the end of the session participants will:
• Be able to identify several elements integral to the
successful undertaking of a service model overhaul
• Be able to enumerate several challenges presented by a
large-scale, service-based initiative crossing
departmental lines, as well as methods of overcoming
them
• Be equipped to gather the metrics that aid in the
assessment of project success

University of Rochester River
Campus Libraries
Rush Rhees Library
Art & Music Library
Robbins Library
Carlson Science & Engineering Library
Physics, Optics, and Astronomy Library
Laboratory of Laser Energetics Library

100+ staff members

Service model recommendations
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Change the name of “Access Services” to “Patron Services”
Update the nature and location of physical service points
Normalize operational hours system-wide and ensure the constant
presence of full-time staff
Normalize service offerings system-wide
Transfer oversight of peripheral services
Update the structure of the RCL virtual presence
Normalize training system-wide
Provide Patron Svcs with the tech and training required for increased
mobility
Identify, secure, and implement the system-wide use of appropriate
transactional metric-gathering software
Pursue additional avenues of ongoing assessment in evaluating the
effective implementation and general relevance of new model

From this:

To This:

Learning outcomes:
Identify several elements integral to the
successful undertaking of a service model
overhaul
•
•
•
•
•

Keep the patron front and center.
Give assessment due consideration.
Envision success clearly and thoroughly.
Provide leadership that is supportive yet challenging.
Be bold.

Learning outcomes:
Identify challenges presented by a large-scale,
service-based initiative crossing departmental
line; methods for overcoming them
• Conflicting views
• Fair hearing, compassionate but firm direction

• Fear and insecurity
• Communication, celebration

• Resistance
• Shared urgency, unified effort

Learning outcomes:
Effective assessment
•
•
•
•

Planning
Quantitative consistency
Training
Analyze, correct course, communicate

Solomon Blaylock
sblaylock@library.rochester.edu
585.275.9282
Kathy Metz
kmetz@library.rochester.edu
585.275.0928
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An organization of YES: Patron Services re-envisioned
[Slide 1]
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Good morning! As was mentioned, we’re from the River Campus Libraries at the
University of Rochester in Rochester, NY. A new Dean was appointed to our libraries in
2012, Mary Ann Mavrinac, whom some of you might know from her time at the
University of Toronto, Mississauga and her years of work with OLA. Mary Ann turned
the staff at the RCL on to this conference when she came on board, and we look forward
to it every year now. There’s always so much great information and inspiration here and
we’re really glad to be able to talk with you today about some of the changes our
organization has been going through over the last couple of years and hopefully you’ll
hear something that will be of use to you during this transitional time for all academic
libraries.
[Slide 2]
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In 2013 the entire River Campus Libraries staff came together under Dean Mavrinac’s
direction and with the assistance of Rebecca Jones of Dysart & Jones to produce a new
strategic plan. Over the course of several months we held workshops, conducted
research as groups, and generally got a feel for where academic libraries stand in
relation to the shifting landscapes of scholarly research and communication,
information storage and retrieval, teaching and learning, technology and more. We
formulated a detailed picture of where we wanted to be as an organization five years in
the future. And then we charted our course from our current situation to that future
scenario.
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Before putting together an implementation plan we produced a few foundational
documents that would guide us along the way, including a set of strategic priorities. Our
goal was to be “a collaborative hub of innovation” in the fullest sense of that phrase. We
determined to get there by focusing on four key areas: 1) providing digital-physical
spaces that truly support 21st century scholarship, 2) cultivating a culture in which
collaboration is the watchword, with faculty, with students, and with each other as
library staffers, 3) perhaps most obviously for a library, providing trusted resources that
are deeply integrated current scholarly processes, and 4) building our technological
infrastructure and acquiring the tools that would facilitate work, learning, discovery, and
innovation at the University.
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We also composed a new service philosophy, addressed directly to our patrons, and
which you can see on the screen. The most important statement it contains is the first:
“People come first; we are an organization of “yes”. We spent a good deal of time on
wording that properly. We knew that we couldn’t move into the future coasting on
some kind of institutional cultural caché; we needed to establish some clear value
propositions, and we saw clearly that our job was to support the work of our university’s
faculty and students WHATEVER THAT INVOLVED, irrespective of whether that meant
doing things traditionally thought of as a librarian’s job.
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One of the first tasks we undertook in the earliest phase of implementing the strategic
plan was reformulating our service model. The RCL administrative team put together a
small working group – Solomon and I were on it, along with three of our colleagues from
what was then called Access Services, spread across the various libraries on the UR’s
River Campus, along with one of our Subject Specialists, or Reference Librarians. Our
charge echoed the larger strategic planning process: we needed to establish where we
were as a department vis-à-vis our strategic goals, where we needed to go, and, again,
how we were going to get there. That would involve taking a look at all policies and
practices, making recommendations concerning staffing, various physical and virtual
updates, gathering and evaluating metrics, and beyond. We were to think SYSTEMWIDE, and we were encouraged to be bold and forward-thinking.
Solomon:
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In a little less than four months we submitted our final report to RCL administration. We
made some tweaks based on their feedback and our recommendations were approved.
Shortly thereafter our working group’s assignment was extended, and at this point we
were charged with implementing the new model. Before we list those recommendations
and what led to us making them, let’s go over the learning outcomes for this session.
[Slide 3]
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A service model overhaul at an institution of any fair size is a big undertaking that
involves a lot of people in a number of different departments. The main takeaways this
morning will be several elements necessary to bringing such an exercise off successfully
(we do consider our project to be a success so far), a number of the challenges that
present themselves (from formulation through implementation) as well as some ideas
on how to deal with those (we think this is a really important area that hasn’t received
enough attention, at least in the literature that we’ve consulted), and some ideas on
gathering the metrics necessary for monitoring how things are going, correcting course,
and evaluating the overall success of the enterprise.
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Kathy:
At this point we’d like to give you the lay of the land of our organization when our
working group got started.
[Slide 4]
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Kathy:
The University of Rochester River Campus Libraries consisted at the time of six libraries
housed in four different buildings with over 100 staff members. When our working
group first convened we immediately set to painting as clear and detailed a picture as
possible of Access Services as it currently stood. That meant gathering information
about the hours of operation, staffing, policies, and procedures of each of the different
libraries. Then we needed to determine how we could bring all of these into alignment.
We wanted to respect the fact that each of the libraries houses a particular set of
collections and serves a particular patron base, while ensuring that anyone visiting any
of the libraries would be able to expect the same services of the same high quality no
matter what time of day they visited.
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We had plenty of qualitative data to suggest that patrons often found certain aspects of
the library experience confusing. They might not be sure which desk to approach for
what they needed, what the reserves policies were at a particular location, or whether
or not depending on the time of day they visited they’d be able to get the same level of
assistance. For instance, if it was late at night or early in the morning there was no
guarantee that the individuals manning the circulation desk would be able to help with
anything other than providing directions or checking books in and out. So, as Kathy said,
we had to normalize operations. This was easier in some respects than in others. Our
working group didn’t have much trouble agreeing on things like what services should be
offered at what locations, but decisions regarding staffing and operational hours were,
at times, really tense and even contentious. It became clear early on that consensus was
not going to be a reasonable goal. Kathy was the facilitator of the group and she
provided really excellent leadership of the kind that we needed – she always kept us on
track and moving forward while making sure that every opinion got a fair hearing.
Usually a bit of discussion would help us to get to a satisfactory place on sticky issues,
but at times when there were conflicting views she just had to make the call so that we
could keep making progress – we had a lot of ground to cover and we couldn’t afford to
get too caught up on any one issue, even if there were strong opinions involved.
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And sometimes really strong opinions were involved. We had done a great deal of
research as an organization during the strategic planning process and subsequently on
our working group, and it was clear, both from the professional literature and from a
number of site visits we had undertaken that we had some catching up to do as an
organization and a department when it came to genuinely and effectively facilitating
twenty-first century scholarship. And we wanted to do more than catch up – we
wanted, insofar as possible, to step out ahead where we could. Our libraries had a good
reputation on and outside of our campus, but we knew that we couldn’t afford to
content ourselves with past successes. We couldn’t be satisfied even with just meeting
the needs of our faculty and students as uncovered by ethnographic studies, surveys,
and the like – we needed to be proactive in providing service; we wanted to anticipate
needs that our patrons might not even have clearly conceived or articulated they had
yet. And changing the way we did things was going to necessitate moving to some
extent outside of comfortable, familiar territory.
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There’s never any real growth without some discomfort, and while that’s easy enough
to acknowledge in the abstract, when it comes to practical action – to impacting the
day-to-day work and lives of library staff, many of whom have been with the
organization for years and even decades – difficult feelings can arise. Insecurity,
irritation: If things seem to be going well, why should I have to change what I’ve been
doing? Have I actually been doing a bad job? Am I still needed? Am I relevant in this
evolving environment? Am I going to be able to keep up with the changes that are going
on all around me? Are we being led down the wrong path for the sake of novelty? Trust
becomes a vitally important issue. And clear, effective, regular communication is of
paramount importance in establishing and maintaining an atmosphere of trust.
Fortunately, we had a very good example in this regard in our new Dean. Since taking
the helm of the libraries Mary Ann had cultivated an environment of transparency and
constant contact. Every week she sent an email to the staff that dealt with
organizational developments the week prior, important meetings she had been part of,
projects that were being developed. Through regular staff meetings and other avenues
it was clearly communicated that the entire staff, no matter what their individual duties,
were encouraged to think innovatively, to bring forward ideas, and to try things out, to
give them a shot - not to be afraid if we tried things and they didn’t work. And we really
tried to cultivate a similar spirit within our working group. There were still challenges,
but in the end we were able to produce a set of recommendations that we explained
thoroughly and that we were confident would help move us into the future that we had
envisioned for ourselves as an organization.
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And, in very abbreviated form, this is what we came up with. We started by changing
the name of our department from the familiar “Access Services” to “Patron Services.”
This was more than just a symbolic move. We were determined to keep the patron front
and center in all things. A library has always been more than just a building full of books,
but that has never been clearer than it is now when the academic library landscape is
dominated by electronic resources; technology-rich, collaborative study spaces; data
collection, storage, and manipulation, etc. We stated in our final report that our
department would “do much more than just provide “access” for patrons to scholarly
resources. In addition to performing traditional lending/borrowing services (though
perhaps in some decidedly untraditional ways) and basic research assistance, we will
serve as something like concierges of the Libraries and the University, providing patrons
with work and study supplies, amenities to facilitate collaborations and ensure personal
comfort, basic IT assistance, and more. Additionally, our place on the front lines of
library/patron interaction demands that we triage efficiently and liaise directly between
patrons and Research Consultants, Writing and Argument Center Tutors, and University
IT professionals, depending upon whose particular expertise is required in order to
address the patron’s immediate needs. “
As Solomon noted before, we wanted to anticipate the needs of our patrons and
provide them with a thoroughly consistent experience. Naturally that involved
normalizing our operational hours and the range of services. We had relied on student
workers for circulation desk coverage on nights and weekends for a long time, and while
they’re a great bunch, we wanted to bring the level of service up all across the board,
and that meant we needed to have full-time staff when patrons were in the libraries.
And students in particular flock to the libraries nights and weekends.
This was without question our most contentious recommendation.
Solomon:
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I’ve only been with the libraries about six years, but Kathy and a lot of staff members
had been with the organization for decades. And people were used to having nights and
weekends off. Some people were skeptical as to whether students wanted or needed us
at these other times, and some were just angry. We were asking them to make
sometimes significant sacrifices in the interest of a greater good. And that’s what we
had to keep to the fore. We tried our best to communicate as openly and regularly as
possible – to keep our strategic goals clearly in focus and to cultivate a sense of shared
urgency. University administration was communicating distinct expectations regarding
supporting the institutional mission and, again, the literature and the work of our
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colleagues at other institutions showed us which way the winds were blowing. We had
to be willing to think and work differently if we were going to keep the libraries relevant
for twenty-first century scholars.
5

10

15

At the same time, we couldn’t afford to cultivate a gloomy atmosphere in which it felt
like the pace of change was unrelenting. We’ve tried to make sure to take out time to
celebrate successes along the way, and we have plans to do more of that going forward.
So yes, there have bumps in the road, but there were bound to be. And we kept moving
forward. We identified and eliminated redundancies in our service offerings and
recommended that responsibility for certain peripheral services be transferred to more
appropriate departments. We needed to free up our subject specialists for more direct
collaborative work in their respective academic departments: faculty outreach and
student engagement that went beyond the occasional bibliographic instruction class. So
we recommended the elimination of the reference desk. This was another biggie. And it
meant that even our full-time staff would need capacity-building. We needed everyone
at a service point, whether physical or virtual, to be able to handle at least a certain
basic level of reference issues, and to be equipped to quickly and efficiently set up
appointments between patrons and subject specialists when more in-depth research
assistance was needed.
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Our patrons, we know, increasingly expect to be able to get exactly what they want,
when they want it, in a place that is convenient for them. That meant that we needed to
be less desk-focused. We needed to more mobile. We needed to be able to work with
patrons where they are when they need help. That, in turn, requires certain increased
technological capabilities. More emphasis on online chat, texting, and the capability to
perform our duties at places other than the circulation desk. Some of our staff was used
to a certain amount of online chat, and others had never done it. We needed 100% buyin - online chat was one of our front-line virtual service points, and we needed each and
every member of patron services to be manning those lines when they were at their
desk or even at a physical service point.
All of this, of course, would require training. Highly organized, standardized, and
ongoing training. When we submitted our recommendations, we also submitted an
outline for an entirely new training program – one that would bring all current staff
quickly up to speed on our new model, and that would equip future staff members with
the proficiencies necessary for speedy integration into what would now be a turnkey
system. That was an intensive effort - we were helped along by using some of the
training rubrics and materials that McMaster University Libraries make available online
as our guiding models. We had training materials, of course, but as so often happens in
an organization they had been put together at different times in different places over
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the years, and there simply wasn’t the kind of consistency we needed, even if we didn’t
need to cover new services and approaches, which, of course, we did. So we really had
to build an entire training program from the ground up, though, as we said, with some
helps.
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Solomon:
We also anted to make sure we gave thorough attention to assessment from the outset.
The strategic planning process had really driven home for us the importance of
thoroughness in undertaking any project from planning stages through implementation.
That was due in no small part to working with Rebecca Jones, as we mentioned earlier,
who had provided so much invaluable assistance and direction during and even after the
planning process while our new leadership team was being fleshed out. We needed to
get a clear picture in mind of what success would look like. What did we want to
accomplish and what sorts of numbers would indicate that we were on the right track?
What sort of data other than transactional statistics did we want to gather, and how
could we most effectively secure that data? How long did we want to go before we
started adjusting the new service model based on metrical analysis?
Our libraries have been using LibStats for some years – it would be necessary to make
regular, systematized use of that software from the start, though we strongly
recommended another working group be formed at some point to find a product better
suited to gathering the transactional metrics we wanted and effectively manipulating
the data. In the meantime, an important part of our new training program would be
guaranteeing that all staff members used the same software in the same way to gather
the kind of information on service transactions that would be useful in determining how
effectively we were meeting our goals. We established a timeline for data analysis and
decisionmaking and took on the responsibility of continuing to look for new ways to
gauge what kind of job we were doing in meeting the needs of the University
community.
We’ve started the second semester of implementation and so far we’ve already used
the data we’ve gathered in order to make some adjustments of our operational hours
and to determine where we need to lay special emphasis in follow-up training sessions.
Things are going very well so far, but we still have a lot to do.
Kathy:
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We mentioned earlier that patrons every so often reported being confused when they
came into Rush Rhees Library in particular. The setup for years was such that on
entering from the academic quad one walked through a large lobby area and was then
confronted by two desks - a large circulation desk on the left and a smaller reference
desk on the right. As we said, we knew the ref desk needed to go, but the circ desk
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needed help. It was large and ungainly, and we felt like it divided us from the patrons in
a dramatic way. We wanted to brand the area such that patrons knew that this was the
place to go when they needed assistance of any kind, and we wanted to make it much
more inviting - we wanted it to emphasize the collaborative nature of our work, rather
than traditional transactional business.
[Slide 6]
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You can see the old circulation desk at the top left of the slide and the old reference
desk at the top right. Once the reference desk was gone, we brought in some new chairs
and converted the area to a bright, welcoming casual reading/ study space. The old
circulation desk was finally dismantled and we’ve got a much smaller desk in its place
for now, though we’re still working on getting an even more streamlined service area in
here. The signage was inspired by that at Emory’s library’s and was developed with the
help of our resident designer Marc Bollmann. We feel like it says what needs to be said
with no filler. So we refer to this as the Q&i area now, and at the beginning of this
academic year we had a bunch of promo materials ready to go introducing the concept
and alluding to some changed and expanded services ready for incoming students and
faculty.
I think sometimes even small physical changes can have a real impact not only patrons,
but on staff. We spoke about increasing our mobility - and while some of that is
technology-dependent, sometimes it’s just a simple matter of feeling empowered to go
where we’re needed. I’ve noticed since we’ve changed things at Rush Rhees that
student workers and full-time staff seem much more willing to go right where a patron
is working at a public workstation or their laptop, or to lead someone who’s not familiar
with the building right to where they need to go in the stacks. It’s kind of a small change,
but the difference is palpable - we never want the patron to feel like we don’t have time
for them or we’re just sending them off somewhere, we’re practically leading them by
the hand when we can do it, and people seem to really appreciate it.
Kathy:
Before we had the approval to remove the big old tired desk it was apparent something
different needed to happen in order to eliminate and or lessen the barrier it
represented. About 3 or 4 years ago I was in a shop in New York City and had a very
different experience when paying for my purchase. There was no counter, no register,
nothing in between the salesperson and me. The experience left an impression I had not
forgotten. Having the person working directly beside me and engaging in a way that
made it seem like I was the most important person at that moment with no line to wait
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in seemed so easy for me as the customer.I have thought about this experience and
wondered how we might do something like this. As we began making our changes I
brought the idea of being on the outside of the desk. Meeting the patron where they
are. Approaching the customer and eliminating the feeling they may be
interrupting. The first reaction for patrons was more of why are you on the outside, but
not for long. It has created a welcoming atmosphere, we are here to help you with
whatever it is you may need.
Solomon:
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Though the expanded hours and general service normalization took place at the same
time at both of our major locations, Rush Rhees and the CArlson Science & Engineering
libraries, we decided it would be best to roll out the full package at Rush Rhees first,
then bring Carlson fully on board at the beginning of the next semester so that we had
some experience and some data culled that could help inform the path forward. The
Q&i launch at Carlson took place on the first day of classes on January 14 of this year,
and our fully cross-trained staff is now working shifts at both locations throughout the
week. So anyone can work anywhere, when they’re needed.
[Slide 7]
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And that’s about it for this morning. So, by way of review, we’ve identified some
important elements in successfully overhauling an academic library’s service model:
Keeping the patron front and center in making all decisions; giving assessment proper
attention throughout; establishing a clear vision of success and keeping that in focus at
all times; providing leadership that brings out the best in people, that encourages new
ideas and experimentation, that helps them to be personally invested in their work, and
that pushes them to move outside of their comfort zone; and finally, it’s important to be
bold – again, to just push a bit further than is comfortable. To be willing to try and to be
willing to accept when things don’t go as planned and not view that as failure.
[Slide 8]
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We spent some time discussing some of the challenges that a project of this scope can
precipitate: Conflict is inevitable; it’s important that team members feel heard, but it’s
also important that forward momentum be maintained. We’re dealing with people’s
lives and livelihoods, so fear and insecurity are bound to crop up, and the best way of
combatting these feelings is to communicate openly, honestly, and regularly. We’ve got
to take some time out from our hard work to celebrate our successes, to pat each other
on the back. To say “good job.” But in spite of all these efforts sometimes there will be
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outright resistance to the direction the organization is taking. It’s hoped that cultivating
a sense of shared urgency based on the facts of one’s particular organization’s
circumstances and shifting external environments will, at least on the whole, unite staff
in a sense of shared responsibility that will keep quibbling and petty skirmishes to a
minimum.
[Slide 9]
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And finally, we spoke to the indispensability of assessment from the very beginning of
any important undertaking. It requires thorough planning and consistent application,
the latter, in turn, calling for organized training. Once the system is in place, we use it so
that we’re taking further steps in a rational, informed manner.
Solomon:
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And that is all we have time for this morning. For those of you who are interested, we
will be making our presentation slides available, and we’re happy to share some of the
supporting documentation – a bibliography, reports, timelines, even training materials –
if you’re interested in any of that. We have a sign-up sheet here on the table on which
you may leave your email address and we’ll be sure to contact you in the coming weeks.
[Slide 10]
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Solomon:
And this is our contact information if you’d like to get in touch with us directly.
Thank you very much for your attention this morning; we appreciate the opportunity to
have this discussion with you. Now we have some time set aside for questions if there’s
anything you would like to discuss.
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