Let Your Customers
Design Your Website

The BiblioCommons Experience

by Melissa Cameron
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“I can’t believe how much I
use this website! I LOVE IT!
It is a constant open tab
(along with my Gmail web-
site) on my computer. I've
stopped contributing to
Amazon and Chapters — they
are just too big. With the
QOakville Public Library web-
site, I actually feel like my
comments and ratings are
going to be read and consid-
ered. I am able to keep track
of what I read, what I liked,
what my kids liked, what I
want to read for later ... it’s
great!

“With two kids under three
years old, I find it difficult to
browse the books for me (and
them). I am thrilled with the
‘search the shelf feature.
Even though I find myself
running in once a week to
pick up a handful of holds,
I'm also visiting more with

my sons. Thank you so much
for this!”

When’s the last time you received this kind of
passionate comment about your website?

Three years ago there was no way the
Oakville Public Library website would have
caused such a reaction. Our website and
online catalogue needed help. the Facebooks
and Amazons of the world had changed the
way people used the internet. More and more
of our customer transactions were taking
place online, and for many of our customers,
online use of the library formed the majority
of their experience with us. We knew we had
to change or risk losing customers.

But how to do it? As anyone who’s tried it
know, re-vamping a website 1s a mammoth
undertaking. We also knew that this couldn’t
be a simple makeover: we had to drastically
re-think the way we were interacting with
customers online.

Happily, with Knowledge Ontario we devel-
oped a partnership with entrepreneur Beth
Jefferson of BiblioCommons.We wanted a cus-
tomer-focused website, and she needed a
library to help develop her idea of a whole
new kind of online library space. Our shared
goal was to design an online experience that
reflected exactly what our customers wanted.

But what did they want? Customers jumped
at the chance to tell us, and months of exten-
sive research ensued. Many wanted better
ways to discover the collection, much as they
would in a physical library branch: they
wanted to “browse the shelves” or look at the
recently returned items. But they also wanted
more than that. They wanted to know what
other people were reading and talking about,
they wanted to review and rate items. They
wanted to keep better track of their borrowed
items.

And they didn’t want to have to think like a
librarian to find what they were looking for.
For the legions of customers used to Google,
easier searching would be paramount.
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INTEGRATING WEBSITE AND CATALOGUE This is when the real work started. The staff
To make all of this happen, we quickly of BiblioCommons and Oakville’s Online
realized that we would have to completely Services department began the complex task
integrate our website and catalogue. of integrating the catalogue, our website, and
Customers simply don’t distinguish the new discovery features into one seamless
between the two. While good at inventory online experience. According to Gail Richard-
management, the catalogue is not capable of son, acting director of Online Services for
providing the kind of service we wanted to OPL, “This is a huge leap forward. The

deliver. BiblioCommons product acts as an OPAC, a



Oakville Public Libra

Ny OPFL Erplnse Hesearch FragrameEvenis BEfYicEs gt s e abeut oL

Sranch infe Pl Mews LIEFARE Heve 81 The Library
CwrTa - ar gupgetied made and naw

» e i [IVIDE e now Updaed
L] Conmet Lo Haltyl

* EWareness. | -
] - T = - _——
:_'_T'_ :_':: : mqumamﬂn-m lellﬂllll‘ﬁ?h‘lil.'ﬁPLu
T8 | § e e
o e Qulek Linke
e [ ST e O L3
i

Bk 3 Ousttan Rwcently Raviewed ems L
P ST T e B = - | {5
e o PP e Small Business EVENTS

B Eag

e Ll | B !
- Soa ]

Tickles & Tunes

gi

.‘ i Wi
S Lo
[ i —
I- e - =
] JILE TRANER
fraling Susan Thamksgivimg 5

D pgmar June  (Bunk o 500 Hliilmy

|y swdll M, Tl 124} "
b gl Bfien 1048 | 10

Upeoming Communiry Evants " i
. . o e WL -l press!
. ielies B 3000 A e Lo ] e ]
U Mintarid il Glaul Widk
-  Bap 7ol 1o
.:.:“.. r

N cinhi 1L R
' Cadledyban Dakste - Dakville Hiding

Next Generation Catalogue and a Discovery Hundreds of intrepid Oakville residents par-
Layer — and we’ve only just started. The ticipated in a lengthy beta-testing phase.
potential to connect our customers with our Finally, the new website arrived this past
collections, our customers with our customers, July.

our customers with collections from cus-

tomers of other libraries, is huge. With What happened next? In the three months
BiblioCommons’s hard work and original since launch, more than 11,000 people have
vision, we're able to connect people and ideas registered with the new website, with more

In so many new ways. It is very exciting!” signing up each day. Customers have called
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the site “addictive” and have said, “I only
know a fraction of what is available on the
site, but I am still totally amazed at what I
have found so far.”

The new features are even wowing many of
our more savvy users: “I think the new site is
awesome! Totally web 2.0 — you've taken all
the good practices of Amazon and Chapters-

Indigo and worked them into a great, consoli-
dated web presence. Love the star-ratings,
the user-generated tags, the networking ... I
showed my Mum how to build lists and

rate items yesterday. Bravo! I feel that this
1s showing my tax dollars put to good work.”

With just barely three months of statistics,
the popularity of our new site is apparent.
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Our holds are consistently up 10 per cent over
last year. Hits on our website are up 123 per
cent over last year and the number of visitors
to our website 1s up 64 per cent over last year.
People are using the site again and again to
discover new items and information.

As with any new service, there have been a
few growing pains. Predictably, a small num-

fgy p Tt Ty e rven s g P gt T o il © F—

ber of customers weren’t happy with the
changes. Through feedback forms on every
page, we've received everything from the
mevitable “I want the old site back” to real,
constructive suggestions for improvement.
“Change can be tough,” says Beth Jefferson,
CEO of BiblioCommons. “The front line staff
at OPL has done an incredible job of working
through the challenges of the first release. As
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customer concerns have come forward we've percentage of customers either didn’t have
worked together to make real improvements email addresses or were uneasy about provid-
to the site.” ing them.
One of the issues that had to be resolved was When we decided that, first and foremost,
requiring customers to enter an email address libraries are about accessibility for everyone,
when registering for the first time. The beta- BiblioCommons worked quickly to remedy the
testers hadn’t balked at providing their email situation. Customers are now given a choice:

addresses, but when we went live, a small

they can enter an email address and take



part in the full range of services the site pro-
vides (such as receiving notices that books are
coming due one to five days beforehand), or
they can opt out of these services and receive
notices from the system in the inbox of their
account. This is just one example of some of
the many refinements that have taken place
since launch.

Which leads to the principal lesson in all of
this: just as everyone uses the library in dif-
ferent ways and for different things, everyone
wants to use the online library space in differ-
ent ways and at different levels of engage-
ment. The beauty of our current site is that it
allows people to do just this. By heavily
involving our customers from the beginning,
we have created a website that is truly an
extension of the high level of service we
provide in our branches. It showcases a
library keeping pace with change and
remaining relevant to the community. Above
all, it 1s a community space that allows people
to exchange ideas, discover new things, and
find the information they’re looking for quick-
ly and easily — truly the heart of any library’s
mission.

Melissa Cameron

is Manager of Marketing and
Development at Oakville
Public Library.

This article first appeared in Access 15:1.
Winter 2009. Pp. 12-14.

Following Oakville

Oakville was the pilot library to receive
and test drive the BiblioCommons Online
Public Access Catalogue. It was created
under a partnership agreement between
BiblioCommons, Knowledge Ontario
through its Connect Ontario project, and
the Provincial Library Services Branch

of British Columbia. The partnership
involves joint funding for the project.
With the Oakville pilot now successfully
completed, Connect Ontario collected
expressions of interest from other public
libraries with plans to launch an additional
12 to 15 “early adopter” sites in 2009.
Several British Columbia libraries

are now up and running on BiblioCom-
mons, and plans are underway to extend
there as well.

“We are delighted by the early success
of this joint venture, and the social net-
working capabilities it puts at the heart
of the online experience for library
patrons,” says Knowledge Ontario’s
executive director, David Thornley. “So
many patrons prize their libraries and
they will revel in the added value of being
able to see the covers of books they are
interested in, to search easily right from
the home page, and to create reviews
and find trusted sources among other
patrons with similar interests.

“It's also a vibrant way for libraries

to stay relevant. Young people who are
so at home with internet technology
simply expect to find this kind of ease
and interaction.”

For more information:
knowledgeontario.ca/connect

— Louise Slobodian, Communications
and Marketing, Knowledge Ontario



