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Making the Most of Your Library

Module 2: Talking to Your Customers

Talking to customers about books and reading.
Breaking down the barriers

You may not feel like recommending authors or books to a customer in case the customer dislikes your choice and not ask for your assistance again.  Equally, some customers may worry that you think their reading choices are lowly or inadequate.  It’s possible to break down these barriers by simply just talking to them about books and reading. Talking offers opportunities for readers to share their reading choices and how they choose what to read. Many customers will enjoy talking about what they’ve just read or are about to read and make recommendations without realising it. By talking generally to customers about books you’re not necessarily recommending books from your own reading choices. 
Try using phrases such as:

· “have you tried?” “some people like” “….is popular at the moment.” 
Or turn the tables and ask the customer to recommend a book or author to you. 
· “Is this book you’ve just returned worth reading?”

· “What did you enjoy about these titles?”
· “I’ve not read this author before, what’s it about”

· “Have you read anything else by this author?”
· “What other good books have you read?”

You’ll widen your own knowledge by starting to talk to customers about what they’re reading and sharing recommendations. 
Also, knowing what’s available in your library is a great help. Try reading the blurb on the back of the books when you’re putting returned or new ones back on the shelves or a display. You’ll soon get to know more about what’s available and where it’s kept. 
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It’s not always possible to find something to suit everyone in your library, but there are other possibilities to explore. If you’re helping a customer to locate an author or particular title that isn’t available in your library use your library service’s online catalogue to see if it’s available elsewhere. Dependent on your supporting library service, you might be able to request books from another library within your authority to satisfy an enquiry. Also, e-lending is now offered by many library authorities, so check with your customer if you’re looking for a particular author or title, if they would consider e-books or e-audio as an alternative. Online resources are also a good source of information. Wherever possible try not to let the customer leave without offering alternatives as it all adds to giving your customer a satisfying experience.
Useful Websites

Fantastic Fiction. www.fantasticfiction.com
Children’s Sequels. www.childrensbooksequels.co.uk
Which Books. www.openingthebook.com/whichbook
The Reading Agency. www.readingagency.org.uk
Booktrust www.booktrust.org.uk/books
Google Books https://books.google.co.uk
Waterstones www.waterstones.com
Amazon Books www.amazon.co.uk/
WH Smiths www.whsmith.co.uk/books
Your Library Authority might subscribe to the following Online Reference Websites:
Who else writes like…  Search for authors who write in a similar style or genre to other authors
Who next

Nielsen Book Data Online
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Task 
Have a go and start by talking to customers who come in regularly or ones you already know, to get a feel for how to get started. Or put together a display with books or authors that have been recommended by other library volunteers and use that as a starting point. Not everyone wants to talk, so don’t take the “no I don’t need any help” as a rebuff.
There are more ways to talk to your customers than talking to them in amongst the shelves or at the counter. You can have group discussions that encourage people to share thoughts and feelings about what they’re reading at the moment. Some ideas would be:
· To have a volunteers’ meeting and ask everyone to bring along their favourite book, preferably one available in your library, and talk about what they liked/disliked about it.  Would they recommend others to read it? Swap books for next time or make out some reader recommends slips to put inside the book and put back out on the shelves for loan.
· Host an open morning/afternoon during open or closed times and hold a shared reading session for volunteers and customers. 
· Provide a community space for a reading group or groups to hold meetings.

· Arrange a session where everyone brings in a book. Sit around a table and pass to the person you are sitting next to on your right. 

· Or wrap the book up and have a lucky dip. Make sure that the barcode is written on the outside of the package. Customers can bring the book back and talk about it or put a comments slip inside.
Group Activity
Arrange a coffee morning for customers and volunteers and use one of the ideas above or invent your own. Or if you don’t feel confident to organise anything yourself write down your ideas and suggestions. Someone else may be more than happy to put your ideas into practise.
Case Study 1
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Case Study 2
The volunteer who runs the Goblin Junior Roleplay club on a Saturday morning sometimes includes an investigation element into his stories where the children have to research information from books in the library.  This is a really successful way of promoting different stock in the library to the young people who use the club.   
Case Study 3
Rothley Community Library book group started when the library opened in 2015. The group meets monthly from 7.15-8.15 pm, and is promoted by notices, the monthly members’ email newsletter, the website and Facebook page. Our agreement was that we would like to read books outside our usual patterns, and everyone has brought along book suggestions. Dates and book choices are booked a few months in advance to give people time to read. Book choices are not new books, as they’d be expensive to buy, but are e-books or ones that can be bought second-hand, and usually there are a few copies in the library system that people can reserve. 
There is now a core group of around 8 who come to most sessions, but the group is still very open to newcomers. We meet in the library, so that we’re on neutral ground, unlike most book groups who meet in people’s homes. Group members have talked about how much they enjoy being introduced to something different. There’s an hour to talk about the book and our thoughts about it, and we’ve now begun a 0 – 10 rating system:
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Note: For simplicity and consistency the word ‘books’ is used to cover all areas of stock: Adult Fiction, Adult non-fiction, Junior fiction, Junior non-fiction, Talking Books/Spoken Word and Digital formats.
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‘Just returned’ book display
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An all-time children’s favourite book The Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle is the subject of craft work created by children visiting the recent “Grow up Great” event at Hednesford Community Managed Library.  Establishing a programme of activities and events like this gains recognition for Hednesford library as a happening place in the community and helps to nurture a love of books and reading with young children, our future library users.
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Biddulph Library Reading Group’s Book of the Month
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