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Hampton Auld 

Well, it’s really nice to be here.  And it was a special honor to me to be asked by 

Camilla Alire to present on this program.  She said, “I want you to speak on 

frontline advocacy.”  So my first thought was:  do we really do that in Durham 

County?  I didn’t quite understand, but our library has something of a reputation 

for our strategic plan implementation.  We call it ‘saying yes to the community’ 

and if you see, this is our staff over here.  But if you can see, they’re all with the 

big “Y” sign saying yes and that was on our Staff Development Day.  But 

essentially around 2007 our Staff Development Day, we when outside and took 

this photograph because we had been working for about six months to develop 

this plan.  Our staff had created a wiki, which has been used to have all staff 

putting their ideas, their photographs into the wiki for a lot of discussion and that 

kind of thing.  So we were rather steeped in this idea of ‘saying yes to the 

community.’  At the end of my talk, I will talk about where that trademark name 

came from because it had to do with us always finding ourselves saying no, versus 

finding ways to say yes. 

As Patty said, I’ve been in Durham for about three and a half years now.  When I 

got there, I knew that we wanted to do strategic planning.  We hired The Singer 

Group to help us develop the process.  But I knew that we wanted to be a 

community-based, customer-based kind of library.  Most of my work in my career 

has been in the frontlines:  I’ve been a reference librarian; I’ve worked as a clerk 

typist in my first job at the Duke Library.  And I worked a lot of years as a branch 

manager in Charlotte and Westminster, MD with the Carroll County System.  So 

that’s really the root of where my work is.  And frankly, as an assistant director in 

my previous position, I was working to make sure my staff understood this. So I 

guess that’s why Patty and Camilla Alire thought, “This is a front line advocacy 

kind of a guy.” 

At any rate, I just want to talk about how we developed this plan.  We knew that 

in Durham, the county itself has a results-based accountability initiative.  So our 

county already had in place certain things that we knew were the highest 

priorities for Durham.  And out of those eight priorities, there were two that 
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seemed especially appropriate to us.  One is that we want to make sure that we 

do everything to focus our resources and our energies to get every child in 

Durham County—and there’s about 260,000 people who live there—to get every 

child coming through the school system to be ready for school and succeeding in 

school.  In the end, our plan with four primary goals had children and teen goal 

that was very tied into that.   

Another one of the eight accountabilities that Durham set for itself is to honor 

and embrace its cultural heritage.  We’re a very diverse community:  we’re 

approximately 45 percent white, 40 percent African-American, and about 13 

percent Hispanic or Spanish-speaking, one or two percent other language, 

because we’re in an area that has a lot of economic diversity as well.  We qualify 

for E-Rate at the 80 percent level, which means we have a tremendous number of 

people who have free and reduced lunches.   

But we also have—having Duke, UNC, North Carolina Central University—a very 

well-educated and affluent part of the community as well.  Also, Research 

Triangle Park is in that area.  So we have this tremendous diversity and Durham 

likes to pride itself on being a real and authentic and gritty kind of a city.  So one 

of our goals became to embrace and honor our diversity.   At any rate, we have a 

couple other goals I will talk about in a second.  In terms of the process, I won’t go 

through all of this but our Friends of the Library had a retreat that fall when I got 

there.  Our library board had some visioning sessions at our first staff day, prior to 

the one of the photograph with everybody saying yes, we had a visioning exercise 

that The Singer Group set up with us.  We created a steering committee.   

Then we started going on tours; we started visiting other libraries.  We chartered 

buses and took three full days—they were really 12 or15 hours.  We took a bus up 

to Richmond and saw libraries along the way.  We took another bus over to 

Charlotte and Greensboro as well.  So each time we did the bus trip, we had 

about 25 or so staff members and 25 or 30 people from the community.  So the 

idea isn’t just to get our frontline staff engaged, we made sure everyone of our 

staff got on at least one of these trips.  All of them had the opportunity and some 

went on more than one trip.  We tried to make sure that everybody could get on 
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one of these trips to start to understand what good library services could be or at 

least what’s different and get people thinking.  So that was a big part and we 

called it The Best Practices Trip that we took all over the place.  We had the 

steering committee meeting as we went on.  And then at our staff day, we had a 

lot of discussion and development of ideas. 

But then we took two days for a future search conference.  And that was almost 

entirely community.  We had maybe ten or twelve staff members, we had 75 or 

80 people from the community, and we had targeted all parts of the community, 

just really probably about twenty different groups that we brain stormed and 

figured out who we need to engage in the community and each one of those 

people gave up two days.  We met at one of the facilities at Duke.  We had lots of 

food throughout the day and that was really how all this came together and we 

came up with the plan itself.  The outcome is by the year 2010 we wanted to 

make sure—this was three years ago now—we would have a vibrant Durham 

County Library supported and enjoyed by the entire community.  And the library 

board adopted that plan.  So that’s the essence of how we got the plan. 

 The primary goal is we want to make sure we are a customer-centered and 

welcoming place for the entire Durham community.  I’m going to pass on through 

this because this isn’t a program about that strategic plan; it’s really about how 

staff are engaged in all of this.  We realized that with the plan in place and trying 

to engage the community and be responsive to the community, we had to do 

some cultural change.  Essentially, we were a fairly rules-based organization.  

We’re looking at the kinds of things where we’re constantly saying, “Well, you can 

only check out so many books, you can only have so many holds on books and all 

that.” So we created these quality councils.  One quality council was a customer 

service one.  Another was a circulation quality council.  The circulation group 

looked at these rules and procedures and thought, “Well, what can we do to 

change this?”  So for example, we knew that a lot of the poorest people in the 

community could not take advantage of the library because they had racked up a 

lot of fines over time.  So our neighbor, Wake County, had developed a lot of this 

type of culture that we were aiming toward already.  One of the things they did 

was to have a maximum amount that anyone would have to pay at all.  So we 
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wiped all the fines down to $10.  Well, I was able to get our board to implement 

that concept and we now will wipe away fines down to $25.  We increase the 

number of items that can be checked out an all of that kind of thing. 

At any rate, we also adapted the customer service training model that Columbus, 

Ohio had created in the early ’90s. And our frontline staff were the ones creating 

this training module for us.  We made sure all staff were trained.  We had three 

times, over the course of 14 months that every single staff member got trained on 

this.   

The idea is empowering our staff, staying informed—how do we keep people 

understanding what the messages are that we want to get out and so on?  

Empowering staff, we created all these quality councils you can see listed here.  

These are the four goals:    the customer service goal, children and teens and 

information technology, we consider ourselves the leader on information 

technology resources in our community and then the local cultural, with support 

goals on facilities, collections and staff.  Our staff and HR, that’s kind of the key 

major support goal that we have.  You can’t quite read this easily, but it’s a variety 

of councils that meet on a fairly regular basis or as needed to address a variety of 

all kinds of issues. 

The open door policy essentially means that I’m constantly trying to get 

information from people and I encourage people to get information to me, or 

these groups.  We have these groups of the public service managers, but we try to 

make sure that there’s a lot of communication happening.  And that’s kind of a 

cultural change in some ways. 

Donuts with the Director—I’ll just talk about that.  At a certain point about a year 

ago, the group that reports directly to me with whom I meet every week said, 

“You know, we’re hearing a lot of things and you really need to hear a lot of 

things from the staff.  There’s a lot of change going on and we need to make sure 

that you start hearing these things.”  So we created these meetings at all of our 

locations in the course of about six to eight weeks, where I went out and they 

pretty much admonished me to go and listen.  And that was the whole thing I did, 

just to hear what people were saying.  My assistant took copious notes.  And so 
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we made sure that I was hearing all the things of concern to everybody on the 

front lines because, for example, increasing the number of holds meant a lot 

more work that a lot of people had to figure out.  We had to figure out better 

ways to do that.  But the Donuts with the Director were with a series of things 

that really worked pretty well.   

Keeping people informed, we have a variety of ways of doing this.  This Grapevine 

is an internal staff newsletter.  We put that out quarterly.  The one we got last 

week had about 20 pages.  So we have people throughout each location is 

featured with The Grapevine Newsletter.  We have a staff web, which has a 

variety of different pages.  We have an In Our Words page and all of those kinds 

of things.  And people are constantly getting information through that.  There’s a 

lot of ongoing training as well. 

I wanted to mention that it’s important that we frame the message.  And I think 

Camilla alluded to that somewhat, but we give our staff talking points on issues 

that are kind of tricky.  For example, we wanted to get the data on what language 

people speak at home.  And so a prompt came up for about six months or so on 

the computer as you were checking out and we gave people talking points at their 

desk because people might say, “Why is it that you want to know what language I 

speak at home?”  So I have a copy of that.  Some customers may wonder why 

we’re asking for this information.  Here’s why:  the library is gathering data in an 

effort to make sure that we’re reaching all members of our community.  Keep in 

mind that’s a talking point.  We want them to convey this in their own words.  

And also, we’ll use the data to help ensure that our collections—our services—

meet our customers’ needs.  And so we wanted our staff to have that kind of 

thing.  But we do these talking points fairly regularly. 

 The last couple of months, we no longer send letters to people at their home, 

we’re starting only email and telephone and so we have talking points, we have 

these signs that are put out at all the public service desks stating you’re going to 

have to give us your email or telephone.  Now we’ll make exceptions, of course, 

which is a key part of our customer service orientation. 
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We do put things out on Facebook and I have several blogs.  I have one called 

Durham by the Book but I’m not very good at blogging.  So we’re starting to get 

more people to do guest on that site.  Then we have personal blogs that are done 

by other staff members as well that are linked to our site.  And frankly, we’ve 

found that to be a very positive thing.  One of our staff members, Jennifer 

Lohmann, has done some blogging.  But we also encourage our staff to comment 

on other blogs.  She’s done a lot of things with some of the romance blogs and 

things like that. 

In learning more about frontline advocacy myself, and realizing this is what we 

were doing.  It was sort of advocacy by any other name and maybe we weren’t 

calling it that and that’s something important to all of you to realize—to realize 

you may be doing some of it, you may not be calling it that, but it’s important to 

recognize it and then we can as a profession, it’s really a lot more than 67,000 

people we’re talking about.  If we count all of the people who work in our 

libraries, we’re probably talking about several hundred thousand people, who, 

when they meet their friends at the grocery store or dinner parties, you always 

have opportunities to be promoting the kinds of things:  the services, the 

collections, that kind of thing.  And with the Advocacy Frontline Toolkit that’s 

been put together by ALA, it gives a lot of ideas about how to do a lot of these 

things. 

So I just want to finish by saying that saying ‘yes to the community’ came out of 

the idea that a staff member in Carroll County, Maryland came up with, her name 

is Jackie Sollers.  I read about this in Library Administrator’s Digest maybe ten 

years ago.  She was hearing her staff saying ‘no’ to customers and decided to 

create these ‘no’ logs.  So anytime somebody hears somebody saying ‘no,’ they 

write it down on a piece of paper and they put it in the back staff room.  Then 

when they have their regular staff meetings, they talk about, “Is there a way I 

could have said yes?  Maybe I had to say no but maybe I could have said it in a 

way that was nicer,” or something like that.  Let’s try to say yes to our customers.  

Thank you very much. 


