
MyLibrary @ Wellington City Council Libraries

NEED AND PROPOSED BENEFIT  
The trend towards increasing personal service or customisation has been epitomised by personal bankers,  personalised web-sites such as “Amazon”, through to home delivery web services from Woolworths.  ‘It isn't just the information industry….it's everything, every organization.”   (Kathy Dempsey Computers in Libraries, Vol. 21(2) 2001.   So Council customers are demanding it in all areas of their lives. 

Within Wellington City Council (WCC) strategies, the Libraries have two complementary contributions to make to Council’s Strategic direction – 

a) Recreational and Leisure Strategy – offering an abundance of quality recreation and leisure activities that are accessible and affordable

b) Community Health and Safety – all residents are encouraged to develop their full potential as individuals and members of the community.  

About 80% of Wellington City Libraries’ (WCL) users access the Internet regularly (more than once a week) for things other than email. (Library Users Survey, Wellington City Libraries, 2002.)   These users can be seen to form two main types

a) those whose expectations for electronic services are increasingly sophisticated – they know what they want

b) those who are facing information overload on the Internet – not sure how to make sense of the plethora of results,  or which top sites to select within their subject area of interest.

But how could the needs of ‘experts’ be met at the same time catering helpfully for first-time users?  

Or, in the words of our Council vision – how can individuals in our diverse community easily access those information or recreation resources that are directly relevant to them?
Customers need the facility to tailor information according to their own individual interests.      

THE SOLUTION -  MYLIBRARY ADAPTED TO A PUBLIC ENVIRONMENT 

MyLibrary customers can set up a Web-page portal by selecting options and web-page links.     From then on, any time that customer logs into the MyLibrary@ WCL address their previously customised links appear.    This is akin to MyYahoo! but most of the links are to the Council’s own or other recommended informational web-sites. 

"We allow patrons to select things they want to see, the resources most relevant for them. It does not overwhelm them with too much information because they control exactly how much information is displayed at any given time.” (creator of the North Carolina State University (NCSU) MyLibrary prototype, Eric Morgan). It’s regarded as “the personal portable portal” as it’s accessible from wherever customers are.  

It also has the ability for the clients to register their email address so they can receive emails from the Library.

 (Please see the attached disk which contains a demonstration of MyLibrary@WCL,  and Appendix One for a Sample page)

OBJECTIVES AND PROPOSED BENEFITS
There were four main objectives in developing this personalised service for customers – 

1. To increase customer satisfaction with 

a) access to information about recent collection arrivals

b) accessing quickly the information web-pages (WCL and other) they wish to.

This main objective pinpoints the role that the MyLibrary makes in enabling customers with different interests and abilities to personalise their display, and making the rest of the web-site more accessible.    

Measures: Customer satisfaction (both by survey and direct feedback) with ability to customise own page; Number of customer page views within MyLibrary@WCL  (assumed target – within range of top 40 pages until customer promotion,  then within top 20 pages visited).

2. To improve customer selection of WCL library materials (in presenting a facility for customers to keep up to date, as well as providing additional book information).

This objective points to the role that MyLibrary has in promoting collection items recently acquired by the library.   Not only are the recently acquisitions featured,  but customers can quickly select which ones they are interested in. 

Measure: % increase in issues from items selected for recent picks lists (assumed target = 20%)

3. To ensure staff satisfaction with the MyLibrary Web-site development, together with the efficient administration and maintenance of developments.

There were two main aspects to the staff satisfaction objective.  Firstly,  with such a product,  staff demonstrations were the key promotional strategy.  Therefore staff had to feel comfortable and confident in recommending it to customers.  Secondly, as it required ongoing maintenance, particularly of the Recent Picks administration, it needed to have an efficient workflow and be easy to maintain.

Measure: Staff feedback.

4. To gather customer information (where permitted) which can be used either for active promotion or further product development.

The email facility makes it an active business tool for customer contact.  In addition, the library can discover the most popular subject profiles and customer types.

Measure:  Number of customers happy to receive further information  (assumed target = 50%);  Number of opportunities where MyLibrary general customer information directly supports. 
INNOVATIVE STRATEGIES & TACTICS
OVERALL STRATEGY – Let’s empower our customers even more – they decide what’s relevant!

The project involved two key decisions to support the objectives:

1. Innovative use of open source software MyLibrary@NCSU –  While there are other MyLibrary examples

 which have been in operation for some years, mostly these are academic or school library installations.    The academic environment focuses heavily on “subject disciplines”  whereas customers of public libraries may range over any subject,  and have a wider range of abilities.   However, instead of starting from scratch, Wellington City Libraries decided to make use of the open source software released by North Carolina State University, then significantly adapt it for a more open public environment.  

Technically,  the strength of this project is its simplicity.   The solution involved translating the concept into the kinds of information links which any type of Wellington resident may wish to access.   Adapting the existing Perl script language minimised the expert programming that was required.

2. “Painless”  marketing – the delivery of different customer information to Wellington City Council is also a key benefit of this solution.   

· As customers register their interests, this data can be collected  (with individual client information stripped out)  and used to create further products, feed collection management decisions or suggest other promotional opportunities; e.g. what customer group or subject community of interest would benefit from further attention.

· Customers entering their email address can receive email updates, e.g. whenever their recent picks pages are updated, which provides us with an additional contact channel.

Three further decisions were made during the project which have contributed to its success and tailored the solution to more general use

1. Available to all.

The same resources are employed whether there are one hundred users or one thousand.    Therefore although this is regarded as a value-added service, there seemed little advantage in restricting this to Wellington City residents only. Return on investment with this project is optimised with an increased number of users.  

2. Recent picks selected by staff

Some MyLibrary products offer dynamic catalogue searching for the most recent items within classification ranges.    Customer feedback within Wellington’s public library environment suggested that a better solution was for libraries staff to select items to feature. 


3. Value-added collection information.

Wellington City Libraries became an Amazon.com Associate member, which enabled direct linking to further reviews, book covers and other information about the recent pick.     A growing number of NZ publishers are also giving us permission to include book-cover graphics and other information for our customers.

PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND COMMUNICATION

The development of this project occurred alongside a major upgrade of the library management system, to include several real time special public access catalogues.    Therefore the proposed solution had to take into account that the major technology resources (both monies and staff time) were already committed for 2001-2.

Project Phasing  -  To develop this customising feature in two quite separate project phases.    While this primarily occurred because of the other project demands, this had further benefits. 

a) Although the whole project stemmed from growing customer expectations most of the customer testing occurred in the second phase.  This was when both content and functional expectations could be addressed simultaneously  (e.g. which links to include). 

b)  Primary reliance on in-house resources kept the costs low (and hence the cost-benefit very positive)

c) This enabled the new host library management system to be installed, bedded in and new usage tracked before MyLibrary was fully operational – so that MyLibrary impacts could more readily be seen.

Project Investment and Milestones

Standard project methodology was used to track the project in two discrete phases.    The identified costs were – 


Software

0


Installation

5,000   (to library web-site administrator)


Staff time

7,000   (2 months FTE)


Promotion

   100



            $12,100

Phase one centred on the investigation of options, the business case for funding, and putting the framework in place to commence building after the main library management system had been installed.   

Phase two centred on actual implementation - building and populating MyLibrary, writing the help text,  preparing the subject guides and recent picks pages and identifying other common links, customer communication and testing, staff demonstrations, and initial promotion and monitoring immediately following go-live. 

Staged staff and customer communication
During the investigation phase it was quickly apparent that it was difficult to describe sight-unseen to prospective users.    Therefore there has been careful scheduling of stakeholder consultation and communication both during development and promotion phases.   

In the development phase – buy-in was originally sought from

· libraries management to enable investigation

· Council management,  via the business case for funding

As it neared completion four key groups were consulted so their input could be incorporated

· reference librarians – who authored the subject guide pages, are in daily contact with customers asking queries.  They could guide on refining the lists of links,  and  began developing ways to promote to their identified target customer groups 

· Council Web-site Co-ordination Team

· Library collection buying team – whose focus was mainly on the Recent Picks section for recent acquisitions  and lastly

· Range of library customers,  who received demonstrations of the test module and were surveyed on its usefulness and for their suggestions

Although use is very intuitive and easy,  many customers require demonstration before fully taking up.   Therefore promotion has been and is projected to also be staged because of this need.  

Promotion part 1  - general regular library visitors.  

This incorporated Libraries Web-site news, all Council staff, including Council Intranet homepage.  Staff demonstrating the concept to customers within the context of the customer’s query or need is the primary means of encouraging buy-in.

Promotion part 2 – technically proficient prospects and customers

This incorporated the wider information or Library community, popular list-serves  e.g. Wellington Webgrrls, NZ-libs (NZ libraries) as well as business customer promotion

Promotion part 3 – wider community

This phase will encompass class visit programmes solely on MyLibrary for children and teens, more intensive in-library promotion  e.g. temporary dedicated MyLibrary desk in the library to accompany displays and guide customers through becoming a member, community newspapers,  and targeted promotions or demonstrations e.g. seniors book club.

RESULTS!

CUSTOMER FEEDBACK AND SATISFACTION

As indicated customers’ or staff’s response can be lukewarm….. until it is demonstrated.  As the possibilities dawn - of how the page they can customise can become their “one stop shop portal” -  so their enthusiasm grows in leaps and bounds.   

Feedback from customers particularly about the easy access to their own choice of recent picks pages, and the ability to customise has been particularly excellent.  We have had more than one report of customers making MyLibrary their own homepage.  In a recent survey of 500 adult customers,  more than one in four (27%) reported that they would very likely  use this service regularly,  and although it is soon after go-live date,  this is already being borne out by reports of actual usage. 

WEB PAGE AND CUSTOMER USAGE

1. Without any customer promotion,  in June 2002,  the MyLibrary page was the 11th highest page viewed on Wellington’s web-site,  reaping 599 visitor sessions.  This ranks it alongside long-standing pages for membership and other similar services.    It is anticipated that this will only increase in August where a concerted customer promotion is scheduled.

2. Who is using?   The customer demographic of mainly 30-64 year olds mirrors the main user group of the web-site generally.  A specific promotion for children and teens is planned via the library’s class visit programme.

3. The most popular profiles are – Fiction  (23%),  with Popular non-fiction being (15%).  However, customers can add further pages within these profiles.

Note: A fuller Post Implementation Review will be conducted in September 2002 following the concentrated customer promotion.  The first cost-benefit “ROI” measurement will occur at this time. Monitoring of usage is handled via the usual Council web-site tracking software – WebTrends.

STAFF FEEDBACK

Although no staff survey has been conducted on MyLibrary, staff feedback has been very positive.  Special teams  e.g. who handle queries from particular client groups,  have quickly seen the potential and have immediately taken the word to their customers. The system administrators are rapt with how easy it is to maintain.

CUSTOMERS OPTING IN FOR ORGANISATION-INITIATED CONTACT

To date, a staggering 93% of customers have opted in to receive promotional emails.    This is significantly higher than anticipated.

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

This objective has not been fully attained as yet, due to the limited amount of time since the product’s release.  However two further products are currently in development which have arisen from MyLibrary.    The first is a greatly expanded Online Business Resource Centre,  employing the customising and “customer contacting” ability.  The second will combine the Page Composer feature of our massive Ebsco magazine warehouse, with MyLibrary to provide customised links to individual journal articles. These exciting new innovations will exploit the Library’s existing resources.

COLLECTION USAGE

This has exceeded our expectations,  with on average a 49% increase in copies issued within 2  weeks of placing a new series of recent picks in MyLibrary.  (Note – the procedures for recent pick selection guide staff to selecting items which do not already have a waiting list).
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MEETING COUNCIL PLAN OBJECTIVES

A  wide range of resources are available to our community – from kick boxing to cooking, to computing.   They’re informed of new items in their area of interest.

Customers choose what information they  wish to feature

Freely available within 20 public Council sites,  the 20% of Wellington reporting limited or no access to the Internet are still catered for.

In enabling the customer to tailor their own information portal, they are encouraged to develop their potential as

individuals and members of the community and engage in life-long learning.

GENERALLY TRANSFERRABLE

This customising feature need not be restricted to libraries.  It is suited to any organisation where members wish to access an increasing range of electronic resources, while exhibiting a wide range of subject interests, web familiarity and/or information overload thresholds.  

As the systems administration is all template-based, this is not “rocket science”- only very rudimentary HTML has been required. Some degree of problem solving support is provided by the open source software developer -  NSCU.   Our usual Web-site support supplier – Katipo Communications, handled the installation.    The space considerations weren’t much of an issue, as each user's profile is small.    The key cost was existing staff time, this was spread over several months to take account of other commitments.    Other organisations would benefit from WCC’s adaptation to reduce these time and resource costs further.   

Any links may be added to the suite of links offered by the organisation  - forming the base set for the customer portal.      

CONCLUSION
MyLibrary@WCL enables the customer to customise their key information web-pages into one portal.    But it’s not just a passive, albeit innovative web-page.     It enables both the gathering of marketing information, and provides the ability to contact the right customers with current awareness information they have selected.    Providing this tailored service is a key milestone in our overall strategy to be a high performing organisation and the ‘library that never sleeps’. 

Application into 2002 New Zealand Post Management Excellent Awards:  Technology Application Category.

Report prepared by 

Fiona McGregor  and Joanne Horner, Wellington City Council  (Libraries).

19 July 2002.
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