“Sell” Is Not A Four-Letter Word

Lessons Learned from the Competitive Marketplace

Helen Causey

I spent five years as a sales representative for
a publishing company. I was hired for that job for
two reasons: one, I was a working librarian and
spoke “libraryese” and two, [ seem to have enough
chutzpa to make it in sales,

The mindset of the private sector, the atti-
tudes prevalent in large companies, and a pro-
duce-or-get-out atmosphere were light years
away from the safe and secure world I left in the
public library. But I learned how to play their
games, to live with the “what have you done for
me lately” syndrome. I became accountable for my
time and effort, and it paid off. I've returned to
the public library world and realize it's not as safe
and secure as I once thought. We have our own
game to play. And as public money gets tighter,
the demands on that money become greater, and
the number of competitors increase, the game
may turn into hard ball.

In the private sector it all boils down to one
thing—the bottom line. It’s true in libraries too.
We must become accountable for what we do.
Just because we are intrinsically good and pure of
heart does not mean that the world owes us a
living. Our bottom line is determined by how
much service we render to the public. Our “corpo-
rate comptroller” may be called the Board of
County Commissioners or Town Council, but con-
trol us they do; and if we want to get their atten-
tion, just let our “units-of-service” numbers go
down and we'll soon have it. Elected officials are
as accountable to the public as the comptroller is
to his board of directors. They must show value
for the dollars spent and a good return on their
investment. They must provide a product that is
needed or wanted by the public. With increasing
demands for decreasing dollars, which service do
you think the public is willing to have reduced—
libraries or garbage collection? Those of us
dependent on public money, no matter at what
level, must make our services more indispensable
than garbage collection. If we don’t, we are going
to lose momentum until we come to a dead stop,
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and if that happens, we've no one to blame but
ourselves.

Look at the private sector’s response to this
problem. If you are Acme Wax Company and have
been making liquid floor wax for years, you had
better take a look around and notice that every-
one is installing new “no-wax flooring” over old
floors. If you take note of this before you go out of
business, you'll do what a major floor wax com-
pany did. They came out with a product that is
“specially formulated to shine your no-wax
floors.” It may even be the same product they've
been selling for years (although in a new bottle),
but they didn't lose their business while they sat
on their hands and wondered why.

We know the value of our services; we've got
to start telling others of their value. We've got to
sell our services. It's not hard, it’s not dirty, and
it's not beneath us. We have to stop thinking that,
because we are cultural, because we are valuable,
and because we are noble, the all-knowing public
will somehow find its way to our doorstep and
we'll be there ready to anoint their heads with
knowledge. The “all-knowing” public is hardly
aware that we exist, and we've got to do some-
thing about that. In a continuing education class
at a local college, I was appalled to hear the
teacher telling a classroom of business people
about a wonderful source of information (the U.S.
Census Bureau publication) that would give them
all the information they needed to do an assign-
ment. This research was available, he said, for a
fee from a certain place in town. I couldn’t stand
“it, I had to raise my hand and tell them it was also
available at their local public library for free. This
seemed to be news to everyone there but me.

More important than the public at large, the
powers that be are often unaware of what we're
really all about. Someone told me of hearing a
local official actually boast in an open meeting
that he “never reads.” This is a man who controls
the purse strings. This is a “corporate comp-
troller” who brags about not using the company’s
product. What chance does that product have for
increased funding?

We can do something about this. We can



learn lessons from corporate America and apply
them to our own product. Selling service is no
different from selling storm windows. I believe the
reason we have such an aversion to the term “sell-
ing" is the stereotypical view we have of salespeo-
ple. It's true there are pushy, arrogant, and
unprincipled salespeople, but it is as unfair a
generalization of the profession as a whole as the
dowdy old-maid librarian is an unfair characteri-
zation of our profession. Librarians, of all people,
should have an aversion to occupational stereo-
types.

The private sector has turned selling into an
art form. It has had to. In business if you don't
succeed you don't survive. When the stakes are
that high, businesses must be critical of all areas
of their operation. They must constantly evaluate
and re-evaluate. This is true for libraries too. Who
are our customers? Notice I said customers. I dis-
like the term “patrons.” A frequent library user
recently brought to my attention a sign she found
confusing. The sign referred to “library patrons”
and she wondered if that meant someone who
had given the library money. We have to stop
using jargon that the rest of the world doesn’t
understand. These “patrons” are customers who
buy our service with their tax dollars. Each of us
has had someone say “I pay your salary,” and
theyre right—they do. If they pay our salary but
don’t use our service, we are risking unemploy-
ment. That's a cold, hard, fact of life in the outside
world.

The people who are already using our librar-
ies are not the only customers we have. We must
consider the entire public when we consider our
customers’ needs. Those needs are being met now
but not by us. Being in sales gives one the perspec-
tive of viewing the entire world as a potential cus-
tomer base. Everyone to whom you are not
currently selling is a future sales prospect. This is
an attitude we must foster in the public sector as
well. Someone said the support for the public
library is two inches wide and ten miles deep—
meaning we have ardent supporters, but rela-
tively few of them. We have to make our support
system ten miles wide to ensure we have the clout
to increase our funding.

We've talked about the why of selling. Let's
talk about the how. Marketing and selling are not
interchangeable terms. Marketing is used to
determine what products you need to have, and
selling is pushing the products you already have.
We must do both in libraries. Do we have the right
products for our customers? How can we find out
if we do? Of the products we already have, how
can we sell them?

In marketing, the first thing they teach you to
do is research. See what's going on around you. In
the business world, if you are interested in open-
ing a restaurant, you first do some research. You
find demographics on what percentage of today’s
population eats out and how often. What is the
population of the service area you are in? How
many restaurants are already there? Will the
population support another? The age demogra-
phics will tell you whether to open a pizza place or
a fancy restaurant. What is the average income
level of your area? Is there a strong ethnic influ-
ence? What percentage of the women work out-
side the home? These questions and many more
have to be answered before you put hard-earned
money info a new venture.

Those of us who are depend-
ent on public money . . . must
make our services more indis-
pensable than garbage collec-
tion.

This research is equally important for the
public sector. I lived through the last community
analysis this state undertook, and no one hesti-
tates more than I to suggest it again. But the fact
is that an in-depth survey of our service area—
who is out there and what do they want—is
exactly what we should be doing if we want to
stay in business. Using focus groups to evaluate
the public’s needs has been undertaken in many
locations with some success. The Public Library
Services Committee of the Public Library Associa-
tion sponsored a program on using focus groups
to determine needs at the American Library
Association (ALA) Conference in New Orleans.
This may be a more practical approach than a full
community analysis. Those who reported on proj-
ects during this program stressed that you must
be prepared for what you are going to learn and
you must not take it personally. The public has
strange and wondrous perceptions of what we
can or should do for them.

Research is important, but be careful about
asking the wrong questions, or worse, asking the
right questions but not listening to the answers.
My sales manager used to tell a story about a dog
food company that put out a new brand of dog
food. The company did research on the most per-
fectly balanced diet for dogs; they came up with a
perfectly designed package; they put out ingen-
ious advertising; their cans were in the perfect
shelf location in the stores—yet, the product was
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not selling. They held high level strategy meetings
to determine what to do about this dilemma, and
suggestions were made about package redesign,
gimmicks and give-aways. Finally, at the end of a
meeting, someone asked, “Does anyone have any
idea why this product isn’t selling?” A salesman
who had been sitting quietly through all this dis-
cussion raised his hand and said, “I think I know
the problem—the dogs won't eat it.”

If we look at the private sector approach to
test marketing a new product, we may get some
ideas on what questions to ask and what to do
with the answers. In the company I worked for,
we did a good bit of marketing research. This
relates directly to libraries if you substitute “ser-
vice” or “program” for the word “product.” Prod-
uct development at our company occurred in
several ways. One of the most important was to
get in touch with potential customers, explain the
ideas we had for a product, and ask their opin-
ions. This was an enlightening experience, Many a
wonderful idea was struck down in its prime by
customer comments. Just because we felt there
was a real need for a newspaper morgue collec-
tion didn’t mean the customers did. That collec-
tion never made it beyond the idea stage. This is
an important point: don’t hold on to something
that has no life in it. There are workshops now
being planned for national library conferences
that deal with how to tell when an existing library
program has outlived its usefulness. Those same
criteria hold true for programs you should never
start. Even if it's the best idea you've ever had, if
the dogs won't eat it, let it go. Often we just jump
headlong into a project or service without the
slightest idea of whether anyone out there is
interested or really needs it. Research is so impor-
tant. Know what your customers want and need,
and don’t be reluctant to let go of an idea that
won't fly.

... an in-depth survey of our
service area . .. is exactly
what we should be doing if we
want to stay in business.

The marketing research we did for our com-
pany was sometimes general in nature. We would
give a customer a subject area such as health care
and let him or her tell us what information was
needed. We wanted to learn what information
was hard or impossible to get elsewhere, how they
would use it, how it should be arranged, where
they would put it if they had it, and how much
they would pay for it. All of these questions
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helped the people responsible for product devel-
opment put together the right collection in the
right configuration for the right price. Often,
while still in the development state, we would call
upon those same customers again and review the
newly structured product for their reactions.
Many refinements were made during this process
before the product was ready to market. All of
these steps are important for libraries. We have to
do more planning and ask the right questions to
fine tune our product.

Once we have our customers’ wants and
needs determined in a certain area and a product
(or service) developed, the next step is selling. If
we have developed the best widget in the world
and no one knows it we've wasted our time, effort,
and money. Our company’s selling effort was
divided into two parts—promotion and sales. The
promotion department was responsible for cre-
ating printed pieces and brochures. That depart-
ment did a first-class job with our printed
materials, producing professional, quality work.
Those of us in libraries need to pay more atten-
tion to the quality of the promotional materials
we distribute. If we show the public sloppy, ama-
teurish, mimeographed work, how can we expect
them to take us seriously? Peggy Barber of the
ALA Communications Office recently said at a
public relations lecture that she was so tired of
seeing library pieces and brochures that looked
like they had been cranked out on the copying
machine. She said libraries should have their
major promotional materials produced profes-
sionally. We need to plan our style and to be con-
sistent. It may be “cozy,” “academic,” “thrifty,” or
whatever, but we must stick with it. We need to
hire a graphic artist to help us set up that iden-
tity. A professional who knows how to project the
image we choose will save us money and countless
hours of future planning. That money will be well
spent and will give us a look of professionalism.
One of the secrets that sales representatives have
is to look successful. A “rep” I used to know always
wore her full-length mink coat and diamonds to
the ALA Midwinter Conference because it gave
her and her company the look of success. It's all
image. Would you take the advice of a seedy-look-
ing stockbroker or doctor? Image is so important
to professionalism and salesmanship. That also
makes it important to librarians. If we want to be
treated as professionals and sell our services, we
must look the part. We don't have to have a large
budget to look stylish in print or in person, but we
do have to plan, get professional help, and be con-
stantly aware of the image we project.

The other half of the marketing department



in our company was sales. We were responsible
for direct contact with the customers. We hustled
the product. Everyone who works in the public
services sections of our library is a member of our
sales department. Everyone. The sales depart-
ment’s responsibility is to know thoroughly the
products it sells, be able to describe them accu-
rately, and show the customer that a product is
something that will make his life better and eas-
ier. How is this different from what our circula-
tion staff should be doing every day? Sales people
are hired to be outgoing, friendly, aggressive. Pub-
lic service people should be outgoing, friendly and,
ves, aggressive. Approach customers and ask
them if they need help; don’t wait for them to get
up the nerve to come to us. Many people come
into a library, walk directly to the card catalog,
look for a book on “Queen bees” under “Q" and, not
finding one, leave without ever speaking to a soul.
That's not service; it'’s just warehousing materials.
When our company exhibited at national conven-
tions like ALA, the sales staff needed to be in the
aisles in front of our booth talking to people, not
waiting at the back of the booth for someone to
come in and ask a question. The next time you go
to a library conference, stroll through the exhibits
and see how many sales representatives are cow-
ering in the back of the booth waiting for someone
to come in. Any that are, are not successful
salesmen. (Those at the backs of the booths are
usually corporate vice-presidents.)

Each of our sales reps had an extensive file
on every customer. In it we noted when we talked
with them and what was said. This included tid-
bits like, “parents moving to Florida,” “child sick,”
or “building new house,” in addition to business
information like “applying for grant for history
materials,” “expects increased budget next year,”
or “will make decision on this in June.” Every sales
rep we talk to on the phone or who comes into
our office does the same thing when he hangs up
or goes back to his car. Then, before he calls or
comes to see us again, he reviews those notes. He
can start up a friendly conversation with “Have
you moved into your new house yet?” and work
his way into “Have you found out about your
grant?” As customers, we must admit it makes us
feel special that he cares enough about us to
remember things about our lives. But a big part of
sales is making the customer feel comfortable and
at ease with you. Again, the public services staff
should emulate this technique. That is what read-
ers’ advisory services should be all about. No mat-
ter how busy the circulation department, you
can't work the front desk day in and day out
without getting to know the regulars, finding out

that Mrs. Smith’s grandchildren are coming to
visit and that Mr. and Mrs. Jones are going on a
cruise to Alaska. Suggest some children's books
for Mrs. Smith to read to her grandchildren and
travel books on Alaska for the Joneses, along with
a few paperback mysteries for the trip. “Sell” those
books. If people come to the desk with a book by
Isak Dinesen, ask them if they've seen the new
biography of her life.

We must involve ourselves in what we're
doing. It will help us do a better job and keep us
from getting bored. We could hire robots to check
books in and out, but that’s not what the front
desk should be about. The strongest people in the
library should be at the front desk (and I don't
mean physically strongest either). That desk is
the hub. It's the perception the public has of “the
library.” We must put our outgoing, friendly,
aggressive sales people at the front desk and let
them sell.

The public has strange and
wondrous perceptions of what
we can or should do for them.

The other thing a sales rep does in the out-
side world is to build a customer base. This is the
challenge of sales. It's much easier to sell to a
customer we already have, those people that are
already using our library. The harder part is get-
ting those customers who don't use our service.
Remember—they are already customers, they are
just getting their needs met elsewhere. These cus-
tomers are critical to a company if it expects to
grow. Just as in private business, these customers
are critical to our needs. If we are to grow and
prosper, we must have these non-users as part of
our customer base. How do we attract the non-
user? This goes back to market research, focus
groups, and product development. Who are these
people, what are their needs, who is now fulfilling
those needs, and how can we let them know what
we can do for them? We have to ask these people
the right questions.

The owner of a local bookshop told me she
had asked people why they came to the bookstore
to buy things that they could get at the library for
free. A good question, The responses included “I
didn’t know the library had it” or, if they knew we
had it, “It was easier to find in the bookstore.” This
told me two important things: one, we needed to
concentrate on public awareness, and, two, librar-
ies have arranged a system of filing and storing
that only we understand. This is the kind of useful
information we get when we ask the right people
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the right questions.

We must be creative in the ways we inform
the public that we have the product to fulfill their
needs. We need to look around and see what ser-
vices we already have and how we can better
inform the customers of our product. The first
place to start is with the hand that feeds us. What
do the county or town administrators think we do
all day, check out romance novels to little old
ladies? We would probably be surprised if we
really asked them. The answers would include
something about “reading material” and “home-
work for schoolchildren” but not much else. We
should start with the local government adminis-
trator. If we have the General Statutes of North
Carolina, we tell him. If we see information from
the County Commissioners Association on our
computer network, we send him a copy and ask
him if he would like to see more to pass along to
the county commissioners or other department
heads. If he's looking for a place to store regula-
tory code books, we volunteer to take them. We
ask for a set of state contracts on fiche for our
library, so local government employees can make
copies of the information on our reader/printer
instead of having to copy all the information by
hand. Thus, we make ourselves useful to the local
government administrator. Soon he'll be calling us
with questions, and welll never again have to
explain to him what we do all day.

Our profession should not be
merely guardians of man-
kind’s knowledge, but dis-
pensers of it as well.

This applies to other departments in the local
government also. Someone called our library one
day and asked what the symptoms of a certain
type of spider bite were. When I suggested calling
eh Health Department, the caller said, “This s the
Health Department.” We can let the Register of
Deeds and County Clerk’s office know that we
have copies of old county records, and that we're
willing to take the genealogists off their hands—
theyll love us for it. If the purchasing office is
having a hard time locating a company from
which to buy replacement parts, we find the
information in our Thomas Registry. The Eco-
nomic Development office will be delighted if we
can find company addresses, phone numbers, and
management names for it. Anyone who thinks any
of these things is really not our job is in the wrong
business. If these people haven't asked us for any
of this information yet, we should volunteer it. We
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can make the first contact. In sales this is called
“cold calling,” and it's hard to do. To approach a
stranger and initiate a sales call takes practice
and nerve. Start with these friends and col-
leagues; it’s easier.

After the cold calling technique is mastered,
it should be put to good use. We can send flyers to
all the lawyers in the county and let them know
about some of the legal, business, and profes-
sional resources we have. (We had better not send
a three-page bibliography; no one will read it.) We
can let doctors and care-givers know that we have
some new books on the psychological aspects of
cancer or dealing with the families of Alzheimers
patients. If there’s an automotive mechanics class
at the community college, we can let them know
we have Chilton’s Repair Manuals. All we have to
do is look around our libraries. What do we
already have, who would use it, and how can we
let them know we have it? We mustn't be afraid to
sell our product, We should call on the Chamber
of Commerce, ask them what their needs are, and
then fulfill those needs. Take the initiative,

Just as the private sector is profit motivated
(the more business you do, the more money you
make), we have to be funding motivated (the
more service we render, the more support we
get). Try to justify additional funding to a Board
of Commissioners without showing an increase in
usage. We live and die by our numbers, and the
only way to increase our numbers is to serve the
needs of more customers. The only way to serve
more customers is to sell our service. Let’s take the
lessons taught by the experts in private business
and use what they do best—selling—to give more
service to our customers. Our profession should not
be merely guardians of mankind’s knowledge but
dispensers of it as well. Let’s open up these infor-
mation warehouses and let the light of the outside
world in. ]
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Booktalk!

by Joni Bodart-Talbot

Summer 1988 388pp. ISBN 0-8242-0764-5. $28 .S and Canada, $32 other countries

and books together.

A Treasure Trove Of Booktalks

Designed especially with the needs of librarians, teachers, and
reading specialists in mind, Booktalk! 3 offers all-new booktalks
contributed by more than 80 booktalkers from all over the United
States. Running from two to seven minutes in length, the booktalks
are intended for audiences ranging from children to high school
students and adults.

Everything You Need for Successful Booktalks

The ideal source for creating and delivering successful booktalks,
Booktalk! 3 does not duplicate any of the talks or other material in
Booktalk! 2. However, it does bring back several favorites from the
original 1980 Booktalk! (now out of print), including talks on The
Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien, The Left Hand of
Darkness by Ursula LeGuin, and
A Zoo in My Luggage by Gerald
Durrell. Booktalks are
arranged alphabetically by
title, and include bibliogra-
phies by author, age level, and
theme and genre.

Titles featured in Booktalk! 3

+ Dakota Dugout by Ann Turner

« Growing Up by Russell Baker

« Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte

+ The Celery Stalks at Midnight

by James Howe * Beyond the
Chocolate War by Robert Cormier
* The SeaWolf by Jack London

« The Snarkout Boys and the
Baconburg Horror by Daniel
Pinkwater » Glory Road by Bruce
Catton » Catch-22 by Joseph Heller
*Downtown by Norma Fox Mazer
« The Girl with the Silver Eyes by
Willo Davis Roberts + Cracker
Jackson by Betsy Byars

Offering 500 booktalks as entertaining as they are

persuasive, Booktalk! 3 provides ready-to-use material
designed to turn students and library patrons into avid
readers. Written and compiled by Joni Bodart-Talbot,
Booktalk! 3 is the perfect way of bringing readers
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BOOKTALKING

WITH JONI BODART
Videocassette. 28 minutes. 1986,
ISBN 0-8242-0741-8
Color/Hi-Fi'VHS, with User's Guide
$89 U.S. and Canada,

$90 other countries.

BOOKTALK! 2
Booktalking for All Ages
and Audiences

by Joni Bodart 408pp. 1985,

ISBN 0-8242-0716-5. LC 85-14223.
$25 U.S. and Canada,

$28 other countries.

To Order Call Toll-Free
1-800-367-6770

In New York State call
1-800-462-6060;

in Canada call collect

212-588-8400.
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950 University Avenue
Bronx, New York 10452
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