Why Do Library Workers Not Have The Skills To Meet Community Needs?
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The simple answer to this very Big Question is ‘because they are Library Workers’. In other words, they are trained in all of the aspects of providing library services, but they do not have the key skills that are required to identify, prioritize and meet community needs. We need a different kind of Library Worker who has a skill set which combines traditional library skills with the ability to build sustained relationships with the community. I call this new hybrid model the Community Development Worker. In this position description there would be a 20% focus on library skills and an 80% focus on community development.
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Any future Workforce Development strategy for Public Libraries must recognize the need for Community Development skills. For example, The Ontario Culture Strategy: Telling our stories, growing our economy (2016) includes some recommendations to  strengthen Ontario’s culture  workforce; but the emphasis is on developing ‘a better understanding of the impact of the digital transformation on culture’, and building ‘capacity to address digital challenges’; the focus is on ensuring that Ontario’s culture workforce is ‘positioned to succeed in the knowledge economy by creating opportunities to enhance technical and business skills training.’ These are all worthy objectives but they do not address the skills gap around responding to community needs.
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In preparing for this presentation I had a look at some typical training programs for public library workers in Canada; the following example from Ontario actually popped into my email inbox on 15 January. It is an Introduction to Public Libraries course with six key elements:

1. Purpose and function of libraries -  governance, organization, collections, staffing and services,  the history of recorded information and current library issues such as copyright and censorship;  
2. Information Services - selecting a basic reference collection, developing a search strategy for using that collection, types of reference service, how to answer typical questions, identifying outside resources, and developing effective reference interview techniques; 
3. Library Marketing - determining the target audience, developing appropriate programs and services, choosing the correct marketing mix, and designing promotional materials;
4. Collection Development for Young Adults -  collections, services and programming, selecting and evaluating genre fiction,  non-fiction, magazines, and  audiovisual materials; 

5. Collection Organization - Dewey Decimal Classification, Library of Congress Subject Headings, CIP data, ALA Filing Rules, creating bibliographic records using MARC Records, purchasing cataloguing from commercial vendors.

6. Programming - development, planning, presentation and evaluation of programs for all ages, partnerships with other community agencies, organizations, educational and cultural institutions, fees, permissions and liabilities.

These areas are typically regarded as core public library worker skills, but apart from a reference to ‘the needs of the community should be reflected in a library's collection’ there was no recognition of the social and community role of libraries. No mention of their potential to promote social justice and achieve social change. That is why these core library competencies would only account for 20% of the total skill set for my model of the Community Development Worker.  So what would make up the remaining 80% of the skills toolbox?  
Open To All? The Public Library and Social Exclusion 
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Suggestions for transformational change in Workforce Development were embedded across the recommendations of Open to All? The Public Library and Social Exclusion (2000) from Needs Assessment and Research to Outreach, Community Development and Partnerships:
1. Public libraries need to reassess their recruitment and selection policies (including reassessing the requirement for qualifications in librarianship) in order to attract more staff into the workforce from socially excluded backgrounds. 
2. Public libraries should urgently analyse the training needs of their staff, to ensure that they have the necessary knowledge and skills to provide the best services for socially excluded people. Training programmes to be developed for all services linking equal opportunities, anti-racism, anti-sexism, cultural and social exclusion awareness. 
3. Public libraries should adopt positive action programmes so that the library workforce incorporates socially excluded people more equitably than at present. All library authorities should aim to develop recruitment and selection statements outlining how this will be achieved. 
4. Public libraries should challenge staff and organisational attitudes, behaviour, values and culture through staff development and training and a competency-based approach to staff recruitment and appraisal. 
5. Library authorities should change their staffing structures to bring them in line with their social exclusion strategies. This will require new job titles, job descriptions, person profiles and competencies which recognise the importance of outreach and should lead on service delivery to the socially excluded. 
6. Schools of Information and Library Studies (SILS) should review their recruitment base to ensure that people from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds are brought into library work. 
7. SILS need to urgently reassess their course content in conjunction with public libraries. Courses should incorporate core modules which cover social exclusion issues, such as the causes of social exclusion, information poverty and equal opportunities.  
These recommendations have stood the test of time and are as relevant today as when they were written 17 years ago.   I like the way that #2 broadens out the training program to encompass issues such as anti-racism and anti-sexism. This is important in communities like Thunder Bay where racism is a significant challenge. I also like #3 because I have seen how positive recruitment can have a big impact on staff attitudes and behavior. Our First Nations intern at TBPL has helped to shift the organizational culture by challenging stereotypes and promoting a Respect agenda. 
# 4 & 5 are important because structures should always be aligned with strategies and systems to foster and reinforce a new culture.  I am talking about a fundamental transformation here and not just a modernization or greater use of technology. I am saying that we need to change the attitudes and behavior of our staff as part of a broader culture shift from a Traditional to a Community-Led and ultimately a Needs-Based paradigm. The basis of all cultures is language and so we need to change the language if we are going to shift the culture. This means that we should abandon old silos like Adult, Children’s and Reference and replace them with new brands such as Lifelong Learning, Inclusion and Diversity. This  means repositioning the Library and the Library Worker within the wider environment of Community Development and Social Change.  

So changes to Workforce Development needs to be part of a bigger, holistic transformation from Traditional to Community Led and Needs Based Public Libraries. And for this to happen we need to make sure that we have the right people with the right skills in the right positions. In other words, we need the right ‘man’ for the job.
The Right ‘Man’ For The Job?    
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As with Open to All? the most important part of The Right ‘Man’ For The Job? the role of empathy in community librarianship (2008) was the question mark in the title.  Before this research was carried out it was generally agreed that Library Workers had all the skills they needed to do their jobs. They could catalogue and classify books, provide services, manage collections and develop programs. Their job was to run the library as effectively and efficiently as possible. What the community needed and wanted was not their concern. They knew best. They were the experts. They were certainly not Social Workers or Community Development Workers. That was somebody else’s job. The Right ‘Man’ For The Job?  challenged these assumptions and asked the critical question - what skills do Library Workers require to meet community needs? And what is the role and importance of empathy, in particular, within this dynamic?
The researchers found that, not only did many Library Workers not have the right skill set to meet community needs, but they had no interest or understanding of issues such as social exclusion, diversity  and other key demographic drivers within the communities that their libraries were based in. The report found that radical changes were required in staff training and development and made recommendations relating to Knowledge, Skills and Empathy:    
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Knowledge
1. The priority for public library managers within a staff training capacity is to address the apparent gap amongst staff in knowledge and understanding of social inclusion policy and political drivers. Staff at all levels working within services and projects that are responsive to such drivers should be fully informed of relevant external and political influences, and given the opportunity to question and discuss them further, and thus fully engage with the reasons for particular service developments and initiatives.

2. Similarly, greater effort should be made to provide relevant training and information on groups affected by social exclusion, in an attempt to significantly raise levels of awareness and cultural sensitivity amongst all staff.

3. Staff need the intellectual time and space to fully engage with and consider these issues, so the ‘away day’ method may be appropriate, particularly in reducing the risk of staff feeling additional pressure in having to absorb new information in their day-to-day work environment, and subsequently form a negative perception of inclusive approaches as ‘add-on’ responsibilities. 
4. This needs to be carefully planned and scheduled into all new projects and service developments as an important part of the process, particularly in overcoming the ever-present ‘lack of time and money’ barrier.

SLIDE 7

Skills
1. Research participants defined the skills required to work in socially inclusive services as ‘advanced customer care’ skills, and many public library authorities are already providing valuable training in this area. 
2. The concept of advanced customer care could be broken down as such:

· Communication skills

· Listening skills

· Influencing relationships

· Reflective practice

· Improved confidence and assertiveness

· Negotiation skills

· Dealing with conflict

3. Again this should be prioritised within project and service development plans.
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Empathy 
4. It would be fair to conclude that it would be difficult to ‘teach empathy’, to train staff to develop an emotional response that is informed and influenced by personality, belief systems and other individual characteristics. 
5. However, the development of certain empathic skills can be encouraged by providing public library staff with the right knowledge and circumstantial information, involving them in decision-making processes, and facilitating the development of appropriate skills.

6. As a result of such interventions, staff can be enabled to show higher levels of empathy towards members of all communities, provided that they are willing – and have some natural capacity – to do so. This is a significant finding in supporting library staff at all levels to communicate with library users from all cultural backgrounds and, in the longer term, to deliver a more effective service.

7. As such, the future recruitment of the right ‘man’ for the job will be intrinsic to the effectiveness of public libraries’ contribution to the social inclusion agenda, and should be an absolute priority for the future of community librarianship.

I applaud these recommendations because they are placed within a context of holistic cultural change. Staff cannot and should not be expected to change radically overnight. It is not realistic to expect that someone goes to bed one night as a Library Worker and wakes up the next morning, fully formed and equipped, as a Community Development Worker. Staff need to be given time to learn and adust, to de-program and re-program. But it also needs to be made clear, through explicit expectations setting, that they should be willing and able to change, when given the necessary tools and support to do so. 

The starting point is to build staff Knowledge and awareness of concepts such as social exclusion, diversity and community needs. They then need to be given the time and space to embed this Knowledge and awareness into their everyday work so that they own it and see it as integral to what they do and not some kind of add-on or luxury which they will get round to after completing all their essential duties. Community Development becomes their core work.
This Knowledge and awareness can then be used to inform the Skills which they require to meet community needs. While I do not agree with the transactional language of ‘advanced customer care’ and would prefer ‘building sustainable relationships’, I fully endorse the suggested tool kit, particularly Listening Skills, Reflective Practice, and Dealing with Conflict. The full skill set should be taught at Library School and then reinforced and given a local flavor on the job.

Can empathy be taught? is another interesting question. Workforce Training and Development can only go some way towards building empathy – maybe 20% with the remaining 80% being determined by the character and personality of the individual member of staff. Nature and Nuture plays into this debate. Some people seem to be naturally more empathetic than others. Background and upbringing are also important. Someone who was fortunate enough to be born into a nice, stable, middle class family, with all the advantages and entitlements which that confers, may not  readily or automatically be able to understand why someone cannot bring their books back to the library on time or why they make such a big deal about a 25 cent fine. The ability to stand in other people’s shoes and see the world through other people’s eyes is the most critical requirement of becoming a Community Development Worker. And there is some good work going on in this area.
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The Federation of Ontario Public Libraries ran a webinar on ‘Learning to Read Each Other: the Empathy Toy in Ontario’s Libraries’ The premise is that reading fiction increases empathy and this provides another tool to build community understanding: ‘Already in schools, offices, maker spaces and libraries across 43 countries, this award winning communication tool helps players aged 6-99 practice a variety of challenging skills related to collaboration, creative dialogue and problem-solving. You will meet Twenty One Toys, the Toronto-based social enterprise behind the Empathy Toy, and will discover specific applications for the Toy in both student programming and staff professional development.’

Canadian Library Schools are also starting to step up to the plate when it comes to giving their students the tools they need to work in Community Led libraries. The School of Information Management at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Nova Scotia offers a program on Community-Led Services. The learning objectives include:

1. To consider various ethical, professional, and pragmatic issues related to serving particular community groups 
2. To examine the role of the library in furthering societal goals and empowering individuals and groups within the community

3. To identify and assess the diverse needs of identifiable community groups in order to determine appropriate library service      

And the University of British Columbia School of Library, Archival and Information Studies offers a program on Community-Led Libraries which aims:

1. To expose students to an intellectual and practical understanding of Community-Led principles and approaches, including the theoretical work that supports these principles

2. To investigate and evaluate how Community-Led principles and approaches are infused through new and developing library thinking and practice

3. To interpret and demonstrate the value of Community-Led principles and approaches for building inclusiveness, citizenship and democracy by libraries for the communities they serve   
However, as this brief review has demonstrated, we still have a long way to go before we can say that Library Workers have all the skills required to meet community needs. Significant changes must be made to the curricula at Library Schools and to the Workforce Development programs at Public Libraries to keep in stride with the spreading Community Led movement. We need ongoing waves of new model Library Workers who can continue the never ending journey towards a Needs Based Library.       
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