Buildings: Newcastle City Library

Newcastle’s shining light

DAVID FAY and ANGELA FORSTER describe how the opening of
Newcastle’s new City Library introduced new ways of working for front-line n e
staff, transforming library services in Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

“A shining light and a beacon for what a library should be

doing in the 21st century.”
(Andrew Motion, when Poet Laureate; the Observer 22 February 2009)

N ewcastle’s state-of-the-art City Library opened its doors
on 7 June 2009. The date was significant. Modern
public libraries must be as accessible and customer-focused
as possible and this means being open outside of traditional
hours. Opening this wonderful new library on a Sunday was a
symbolic statement, and one which emphasised Newcastle
City Council's commitment to providing excellent, easily
accessible services.

Design brief

The design brief set out the design principles for the building
and stressed the following requirements:

= Visibility: the library was to have a high-profile street
presence with two clearly visible entrances,

e Transparency: the old City Library did not make its function
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clear: external concrete fins hid the internal services and
activities; and the building was often mistaken for an office
block or multi-storey car park. The design brief stressed the
building should be ‘transparent’ with passers-by able to see
into the building and be attracted by facilities and activities.
= Self-service: the library would be 100% self-service.

e Delight and inspire: as well as the large number of
operational and technical requirements of the design brief,
emphasis was also placed on the need for a building that
“delighted and inspired”. It is a unique building shaped
externally and internally by high-quality design, furniture and
finishes.

We were also very clear that a key driver for the new City
Library was the opportunity to develop a new type of library
service across the city. The new build was the impetus for
further service modernisation.

New ways of working

In order for the new building to work as intended, it would
require a completely new way of working for staff. The
previous library had separate departments for lending,
information, children, local studies, parents and business.
These were staffed by specialist staff and there was little
movement between departments, One of the key features of
the new building was the requirement for staff to work across
all floors and services.

To help to achieve this change 'Embervision’ customer
service training was delivered to all staff and detailed
guidelines, which outlined the new ways of working, were
produced. Drawing up new staff roles and responsibilities was
overseen by Area Manager Fiona Hill who had launched
Newcastle's first self-service library at Gosforth in November
2007. Angela Forster, the new Development Manager for the
City Library, then helped adapt and refine them to reflect the
requirements of the City Library.

Greeters and hosts

The role of ‘greeter’ or ‘host’ was a new one. it is shared by
both library information assistants and support service
assistants (previously janitors). This greeter role has been a
vital ingredient in the service's success. The key elements of
the role are to welcome customers coming into the library
with eye contact, a smile and a 'hello’ — making a judgement
call about whether more help is needed, to demonstrate and
to help readers borrow, discharge and access their library
accounts via the self-issue machines. These staff must also
be aware of how full the seif-issue return bins are and to
empty them accordingly, ensuring that at the end of each shift

Head of Libraries Tony Durcan with the Queen at the
opening of the City Library. (Ficture: Steve Brock)
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and at the end of the day the bins are empty, and how to
direct customers to a member of staff or other library services
when necessary.

The City Library guidelines were adapted as follows:
¢ Acknowledge and welcome all customers with a smile as
they enter and leave the building
o Be sensitive and differentiate between visitors who wish to
be approached and those who do not
» Use enquiry skills to establish what the customer requires
» Have an awareness of the services available in the building
e Have a basic knowledge of local and surrounding areas and
services
¢ Have an awareness of the daily building schedule, events,
room hire and meetings
e Know who to contact for help and advice
e In the City Library know how to contact Enquiry Assistants
or staff in the Contact Centre via headsets

“The enquiry points which you

can approach from any direction

are great... and the staffl The
most helpful, relaxed, friendly reactions
| have ever had in UK public libraries.
...It was so well judged, being aware of
us, not intrusive but available and then
coming forward in the nicest possible

way — just textbook best practice.”
Rachel Van Riel, Director, Opening the Book
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The Queen and Lord Mayor at the opening of the City Library (Picture: Steve Brock)

Enquiry assistants are staff freed from standing behind an
issue counter whose function is to be available for customer
enquiries as well as the following duties:

e These staff must have their “customer radar” switched on
and check whether customers need help or need to be
approached,

= To make sure the library is tidy and welcoming, paying
particular attention to the children's library, the newspapers
and the position of library furniture

o To be aware of any book promotions and displays and top
them up accordingly

e To regularly check on the printing/photocopying area and
help customers when needed

e To keep checking the enquiry point to see if help is needed
or if queues are forming and help accordingly

e To be aware of noise levels in the library and intervene if
they are felt to be inappropriate and disruptive to other library
users.

The guidelines for the City Library were altered to reflect
the different type of service and the design of the building.

Staff should:

o Be approachable, friendly and attentive, using open
questions to establish what the customer requires, covering
scope, level and timescale

» Have an awareness of the resources, range and type of
material available and how to use them

e Be prepared to assist with a wide range of enquiries, in City
Library these could be about health, government, careers,
education, business, transport and statistics and so on. On
Level 3 in City Library queries could be about fiction,
community languages, children's literature, parents
information, printed music or audiovisual stock for example

Continued on page 4
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Continued from page 3

» Have the skills and knowledge to use search tools, indexes
and relevant scripts and catalogues both electronic and hard
copy

¢ Always ensure that the customer's request has been
fulfiled. This can be achieved by simply saying “Is that what
you were looking for?” or “Is there anything else | can help
you with?".

The new staff roles are certainly making an impact.
Richard Aird, Senior Officer ICT & Learning, West
Dunbartonshire Libraries, said:

“....the staff could be seen in every corner of the library,
floorwalking, talking to customers, searching catalogues,
replenishing stock, helping at PCs. The whole concept of
floorwalking can be perceived as fairly ‘American’ and can
easily be badly implemented, but not here. ...there was a
genuine friendliness and warmth from all the staff |
encountered and it appeared forced in no way at all.”

Shelvers also have lheir role clearly defined, although in
reality anyone on the floor now sorts and tidies the shelves as
lhey are not restricted by desks. Shelvers get the most
enquiries; they need to tidy and shelve where there is a need,
to be aware of book promotions and displays and constantly
top up accordingly (how often do most libraries have half-
empty displays on view?). These staff must also keep their
customer radar switched on and help customers as required -
lhis needs constant review, and staff must be reminded to do
this on a regular basis. Shelvers must also keep checking the
enquiry pod and self-issue machines to see if help is needed.

Enquiry points
The library enquiry points have been deliberately designed
not to have a front or a back (they are ‘soft triangles’ in
shape) so that staff are never sitting behind a desk or against
walls, or adjacent to a work room. Customers can (and do)
approach from any angle. They are used to join new
members, reserve items and answer enquiries. A wireless
voice communicator called Vocera is used throughout the
building so that, at a touch of a button, staff can easily
communicate with each other over six floors.
Rachel Van Riel, Director of Opening the Book, said:
“The enquiry points which you can approach from any
direction are great... and the staffl... The most helpful,
relaxed, friendly reactions | have ever had in UK public
libraries. | was hanging around as | wanted a photo of the
enquiry point... there was a queue and | watched the staff
member deal with it really well, and a couple of them were
quite awkward. Then she glanced our way, made eye
contact but left us alone. When we still hung around, she
then approached...it was so well judged, being aware of us,
not intrusive but available and then coming forward in the
nicest possible way — just textbook best practice. If we could
get that level in libraries across the UK, what a
transformation.”

A lot of colleagues had expressed a number of concerns
which, in their own words, were:
o We would be at risk when there are no desks - desks give
us protection we will have to be more aware of our personal
safety without them
e The public won't like self-issue and won't use it
o It was ridiculous not to have self-issue machines on every
floor
» We will be standing all day and will be unable to cope with
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Facts and figures

« Built at a cost of £24 million.

« The PFl initiative was delivered on time and on
budget by the Kajima consortium, which included
Ryder Architecture and Tolent Construction.

= There are six floors and 12km of shelving.

« 4000 cubic metres of concrete and 1000 tonnes
of structural steel were used in construction.

In the six months since opening in June the new City
Library has achieved:

» 624331 + visits, with an average of 25 000 visits per
week;

« 146 300 + enquiries, (5855 per week);

« 27 009 new members (1160 per week);

« 630 group visits;

« 308, 161 book, DVD and CD loans, a weekly average of
over 12 300 items

This has effectively doubled the business of the former
City Library.

the physical demands of the job
e The shared work room won’t work, too much noise and
interruptions, some staff thought their role was more
specialised and needed more space/ privacy
o Staff will lose their specialist knowledge
» The Book Gallery was a silly idea and most of the books
would be stolen in the first month
e Uniforms will take away our personal identity.

Colleagues were gracious enough to admit that all these
concerns were eventually unfounded.

Building Awards

In October 2009, at the PLA conference in Bristol, the library
won three of the five Awards in the Public Library Building
Awards.

The awards recognise the best libraries which opened to
the public in the last two years throughout the UK and the
Republic of Ireland and focus on library building design, good
practice, overall management and public usage.

The awards were the Innovation Award, the Mary Finch
Accessibility Award and the Delegates’ Choice Award.

The building also won the city Lord Mayor's Building Award
for 2009.

The new library also received the royal seal of approval on
6 November when the building was officially opened by the
Queen, accompanied by the Duke of Edinburgh. Guests to
the opening included representatives from customers and
focus group members, partners, all the firms involved in the
build, and civic dignitaries. The planning for the visit was
intense and more detailed than we could ever imagined, but
everything went without a hitch.

Once the Queen and Duke came into the building to the
sound of a special Newcastle Libraries' fanfare, the
atmosphere changed from tense anticipation to one of pride
and a bit of a sense of unreality. It did seem strange seeing
such a famous (and charming) couple actually in our library
and taking such a close interest in our work. It was a huge
honour for the Council, the city and the staff, many of whom
were introduced to the Queen personally, and a day everyone
will never forget.

David Fay is City Libraries’ Manager, Newcastle City Council, and Angela Forster is
Libraries' Development Manager, Newcastle City Council (david.fay@newcaslle.gov.uk /
angela.forster@newcastle.gov.uk).



