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Marketing/Advocacy Strategies in Academic Libraries

Introduction


Academic libraries have suffered budget cuts in the recent past, and many of them continue to have their budgets reduced.  Academic libraries have to fight further reductions and seek outside funding to meet user needs.  Library marketing/advocacy is one way to help libraries achieve their financial goals.  The more practical the marketing/advocacy strategies are the more effective they will be.  I will review three papers that focus on marketing/advocacy in the academic library.  A discussion of the papers will follow.

Summary


Spalding’s and  Wang’s (2006) paper stresse the fact that academic libraries must better articulate their value in the context of the college/university and communicate with and meet patrons’ needs.  Five points that academic libraries need to stress to the educational community are: 1.) They must advertise access to databases and distinguish databases from internet sources, such as Google.  They must let staff and students know that the library has to put in work to find the right databases and then purchase them.  Databases are not free like internet sources, but databases provide quality sources that are lacking in most internet sources.  2.) They must make staff/students aware of the contribution that information literacy instruction makes towards assisting students in the advancement of their educations, for example teaching students how to locate credible sources for their research papers.  3.) They must make the campus aware of the archiving of valuable historical materials.  4.) They must let other know that librarians hold masters degrees, and that many librarians hold multiple masters degrees.  This leads to a discussion of the duties and tasks involved with being a librarian—which is much more than just keeping books in order and checking items in and out.  5.) Librarians must remind the campus that their and the library’s contributions give the staff and students a competitive boost. (Spalding & Wang, 2006)  “Getting the word out” around campus must be part of the library’s strategic plan, a goal that has to be revised periodically to ensure progress and improvement.  Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) developed slogans and papers (2002-2003) that help academic libraries better market themselves.  Included was a section on tools to better understand patron needs and translating those needs into new services.  The process involved is: understanding unmet patron needs, creating services to meet needs through strategic plans, advertising the new services, and adjusting services through practical application.  (Spalding & Wang, 2006)
Another paper deals with specific ways to implement advertising needs: bookmarks, newsletters, posters, etc.  The goals of these campaigns are: greater awareness of the role of the academic library on campus, greater visibility, gives librarians more confidence and knowledge in teaching about information access, better patron understanding, and greater visibility of librarianship as a career choice.  (Spalding & Wang, 2006)  The author also offers examples of successful academic library marketing campaigns.

Lastly, the library staff must be trained to be flexible so that they can offer new services when necessary.  Part of this training includes performing new surveys of student (especially undergraduates) views of the library, seeing if they know what the library offers, think it is worth their time to use, know how to take advantage of library services, and describe the library’s services and how they describe the library’s services. (Spalding & Wang, 2006)
This last point about word of mouth relates to Baird’s article on library student workers as library advocates.  Many academic libraries are ambivalent about how much to invest in the training of their student workers because many student workers turn-out to be quite “temporary” workers (staying only one semester or less).  But academic libraries ought to recognize that many patrons, who are students, have high anxiety when pursuing research for the first time (75%), and that their anxiety can be assuaged by a face they know.  (Baird, 2006)  Stressed out students in the library prefer to talk to someone they know, perhaps a fellow classmate.  Now, library student workers are also students with some or many library patrons, thus, if a library student worker can help a classmate in the library (whether during working hours or not) that will improve the image of the library for student who was in need.  Library student workers in other settings than the library may be asked about the library and the worker can give a positive or negative library image. (Baird, 2006)  People view people whose opinions are not biased (by rewards) more highly; students asking library worker students their opinion expect an unbiased view. (Baird, 2000)  So, how does the library train student workers for library advocacy?  The library must make student workers come to work for more than the mere paycheck; as Baird puts it: Move students from a “behavior (paycheck) commitment to an attitudinal commitment.”  There are three ways to train students for attitudinal commitment: 1.) Let student know the broader perspective of the library, so that they understand how they fit into the academic library organization, and the importance of what they do for the library.  2.) Student workers can be included in staff training programs, so that they feel more valued, gain new library knowledge, and become comfortable interacting with other library staff (providing questions and feedback on services).  3.) Student workers must be aware of how the library fits into the campus mission and how valuable the library is to that mission.  They must also know the library mission and its support of student learning.

Finally, Mi and Nesta (2006) write about specifics of how to apply some of the marketing strategies discussed by Spalding.  Mi and Nesta (2006) makes a case for certain changes in academic library services and then reaffirms Spalding’s marketing strategies by stating that discovering user needs, adding services, flexibility, and promotion must all be a part of a library’s goals.  As for making a case for certain changes, Mi and Nesta (2006) cites different sources that confirm that the “Net Generation” (people born after the early 1980’s) prefer aggregated searches (such as Google), convenience over quality, and visual (as opposed to text-heavy) interfaces.  Mi and Nesta (2006) gives several suggestions for change that plug into the preferences of the Net Generation: 1.) Academic libraries can create navigational tools that connect to external sources such as the internet.  Furthermore, these guides must be pushed on campus; one way is to have them included on course web pages.  2.) Libraries can create a visual design to their searches using returns with icons and organized with a visual map.  EBSCO already has a Visual Search interface that uses a visual map.  3.) A library tutorial that uses gaming or multi-media settings can hook students into library learning.  

Discussion


Right now I work at an academic library (Contra Costa College) as a library assistant, and I can see how all the suggestions of the three authors can be applied to our setting.  Actually, some of the goals Spalding stated have already been promoted at our library:  Students know about the access databases provide because they are required to take a information literacy course.  We can do a better job at promoting ourselves in the area of archives, importance of librarianship, and contribution to staff and students.  These deficiencies relate to Spalding’s and Wang’s goals of library awareness and visibility, both of which can be promoted with statements on the library web page and/or through new courses.  There are staff and student library service surveys conducted every four years to help revise strategic marketing goals, but more frequent surveys may help improvement.  We do some promotion through flyers and bookmarks, but adding promotional formats would be beneficial for the library.


As for student worker training, I have often wondered how to improve their work and attitude.  Just this week, we had two incidents with student workers that needed addressing.  Part of the solution would be to have student workers take part in staff training (as per Baird’s recommendation), because it would deepen their understanding of the library.  More mandatory training must be created to educate student workers in the mission of the library and how the library fits into the overall mission of the college. (Baird, 2006)  Now, just because these new programs may be adopted, does not mean that student workers will start spreading the news about our “great library,” that is still the worker’s choice to make.  That is why a mandatory training involving the mission of the library is so important, student worker questions and attitudes at this stage will give potential library supervisors a gauge on their workers’ future commitment levels.


Mi’s and Nesta’s (2006) suggestions all make sense to me.  What does not make sense is how our library would find the money to support such awesome new technological innovations!  New navigational guides would be great for many classes.  But our college has many returning students who are older and need a course in computer savvy.  Perhaps another mandatory course in computer literacy may be in order.  (This is hard to push through the library and college, though.)  New icons and graphics are a good idea for the web page.  An aggregated search is now possible through our OPAC vendor, Millennium, which will allow the same searcher query to be run through different systems, including existing to databases, other libraries, and search engines.  Millennium needs to improve its graphic interface, though; most of the results only show the title of searched sources, not their graphical representation.  Gaming tutorials may be a revolutionary advantage for the library, if it is ever adopted.  Working at the reference desk, I have often seen students playing games online (and I had to kick them off); now, if the library created a cool new library tutorial game, perhaps with a cute and active protagonist, then it could channel all that gaming energy in a positive way.  We already have an online library tutorial; we just need a game developer.

Conclusion


I have learned many new and exciting ways to improve and promote my academic library.  The short term impact is that I want to implement new library student worker training programs that commit to attitude change; not only would this help promote the library, it would make for a better work environment.  


Our full-time librarians work very hard and they ought to do more self-promotion; the trouble is, when would they find the time to do such things?  We are recruiting for another librarian now, and with the new addition, maybe self-promotion would happen quicker.  Archiving is done at the library, but I would like to see more of it.  If additional archiving happens, perhaps promotion of our duties in preservation would be warranted.


The promotion of more graphic interfaces through computers would be great.  That would simplify and clarify our interface as well as give a more inviting look to our searches.  I am enamored with the idea of a library game tutorial!  If I had time, perhaps after this final course, I would look for a grant for the purchase or development of such a game.


Lastly, I think that the cyclical process of marketing strategies ought to be implemented at the library on a more frequent basis; perhaps once a year.  In this way, we can better keep abreast of new patron needs, fill those needs, and promote new services.
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