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[Slide 1 – Title and logo]

Good afternoon! I’m Tonya Chirgwin, and this is my colleague Joyce Carrington, and we’re going to tell you about our work with Cheshire County Council’s Home Delivery Service.

Before we start I’d just like to add to the introductions so you understand a little bit more about where we’re coming from. As the Library Service’s Inclusion and Special Projects Officer, Joyce has responsibility for services to all disadvantaged library users and potential users, so as well as the Home Delivery Service she also looks after the needs of visually impaired people, deaf people, people with limited mobility, people with basic skills needs, and ethnic minorities – quite a task, as I’m sure you’ll agree!

I’m also here wearing a number of hats, as it were. As Resources Librarian one of my jobs is to chair the Cultural Services Consultation Strategy Group (what a mouthful!), so I’m interested in surveys and how we use the findings to improve service delivery; as a member of the CILIP’s Publicity and Public Relations Group Committee I’m keen to promote communication and the spread of good practice; and, last but not least, the Northwich Home Delivery Service is a subject particularly dear to my heart, as it was a very enjoyable part of my responsibilities when I was a newly-qualified librarian working at Northwich Library (some years ago now!).

So we’re very pleased to be here with you today to tell you about the exciting ways we want to develop the service after last year’s national survey of library services to housebound people. 

[Slide 2 – bulleted list of main points]

Here’s what we’re going to do.

Firstly, Joyce will give you an overview of Cheshire’s Home Delivery Service (also known as ‘Books on Wheels’). Next she’ll talk briefly about the national survey commissioned by CIPFA last year, how we delivered it, and some of the more surprising responses we had.

Now doing a survey is all very well, but you may as well not bother if you’re not going to do anything with the information you get from it, so finally we’ll look at how we translated the responses into action to improve the service. We came up with a three-pronged approach, dealing with: increasing use of the service through publicity, producing a newsletter, and an oral history project. Joyce will tell you about the first two ‘prongs’, then I’ll talk about the oral history work and where we think the service might be going in the future.

So without further ado, let me hand you over to Joyce and the story of the Cheshire County Council Books on Wheels Service.

[Slide 3 – bullet points summarising service details]

The service has been running for over 20 years, under a variety of titles.  Currently known as the Home Library Service, it also has the slightly friendlier title of Books on Wheels. In the past it was quite disjointed, being run with the help of volunteers from a variety of organisations or simply individuals wanting to help. Since 2003 we have had a Service Level Agreement with the WRVS (Women’s Royal Voluntary Service), who appoint a project co-ordinator. This has helped enormously in standardising our service to housebound readers across the County. WRVS recruit and appoint volunteers to meet the needs of the customers, and they organise CRB checks to be carried out.

The service currently operates out of 22 of our 40 libraries. Each has a local project leader who organises the routes and acts as a general trouble-shooter when necessary. This person is also the contact between the people delivering the books, the WRVS Project Co-ordinator and myself at Libraries HQ. It is library staff who do initial assessments of what each borrower requires, and the local library keeps a ‘profile’ for each client, showing material types required, favourite genres, lists of preferred authors etc.

At present we have 455 users and 235 volunteers.

[Slide 4 – picture of volunteers packing books]

The next three slides show two of our volunteers in action. 

They should always work in pairs – this is stipulated by WRVS, for the safety of the volunteers in particular.

Selection and packing of books at the library works in slightly different ways in certain libraries: in most cases the volunteers choose and pack the books, but in some cases this is done by library staff. It depends on the number of volunteers and the time they have available, and on whether they are happy to do the selection. Many will do this after training by library staff (after all they know their customers best), but others feel they would rather leave it to the professionals. This can have quite a bearing on the amount of library staff time needed to run the Books on Wheels service and varies from one library to another.

[Slide 5 – picture of volunteers loading car]

Deliveries are done with volunteers’ own cars – Libraries don’t have a fleet of vehicles but pay the volunteers’ expenses.

[Slide 6 – picture of volunteer with client]

As well as purely delivering books to housebound people, there is also definitely a social aspect to the work. Depending on what the client wants, volunteers may spend a considerable time talking to them and sometimes even do other errands for them. They are often valued friends as well as simply the people delivering their books. This is something that could only be achieved with the use of volunteers. In authorities where library staff are used to visit customers, they obviously wouldn’t have the same time that could be devoted to each individual.

[Slide 7 – cover of Survey Report]

I will now come on to a look at the survey that was carried out in 2006 – at how it was conducted and at just a few of the findings.

Because of the small numbers involved we decided that all the users should have the chance to take part in the survey.The questionnaires (prepared by IPF) were taken out by the regular volunteers when they did their rounds. This was partly because the clients would be happier to deal with them rather than a stranger.

Preparation was quite time-consuming. Volunteers at all 22 libraries had to be trained in preparation for conducting the survey. It started with training by the Council’s Research and Intelligence staff for me, and then was cascaded to the project leader in each location, often with a large number of the volunteers as well. Detailed check-lists were produced, and colour coded wallets given to each pair of volunteers to make sure the questionnaires ended up in the correct places. A few volunteers felt that this was overkill and that they were being ‘nannied’, but we felt it was better to play for safety, and it did mean that we got back over 96% of the questionnaires, filled in correctly. We felt this was a huge success in itself.

[Slide 8 – map of Cheshire showing main towns and distribution of service users]

For those of you who are not familiar with the geography of Cheshire, here are the main towns .....

This slide demonstrates that the vast majority of the respondents (and the vast majority of the users in general) live in the urban centres, and that we need to do a lot more to extend this to the rural areas. This will mean needing to recruit volunteers from different areas, and will also have financial implications for the reimbursement of their travelling expenses.

[Slide 9 – graph showing high level of satisfaction with service]

When the survey results were returned to us by IPF and after they had been processed by Research and Intelligence, we were keen first of all to look at the satisfaction levels.

We had expected high levels of satisfaction, but were rather overwhelmed with the figures we got. Over 99% were satisfied or very satisfied, with the vast majority of those being ‘very satisfied’. But, perhaps surprisingly, we also found these figures slightly worrying – are they too easily satisfied? Should they be so happy with the inevitably small choice of materials they have to choose from? However, more of them are now using the free request service. We remained rather concerned however that some customers may have thought that because we were doing a survey we may be considering cutting the service. Some of the volunteers had expressed this concern when they had first heard about the survey. We did try to allay their fears about this and asked them to reassure the users if necessary by saying there was no ‘hidden agenda’.

These high levels of satisfaction make it imperative that we do not rest on our laurels, but that we continue to look for ways to keep improving the service we offer.

[Slide 10 – graph showing most popular types of fiction]

When we came to look at the users’ favourite types of fiction, we were rather surprised that historical fiction came out so far ahead. We had expected that thrillers and romance would probably be more popular. 

[Slide 11 – graph showing most popular non-fiction subjects]

Again, when it came to non-fiction, the theme of history appeared high up on people’s favourites. We had expected the popularity of biographies, but were rather surprised at history being preferred to, for example, nature, homes and gardens, and arts and crafts.

[Slide 12 – graph showing most popular comments on the service]

Users were given a list of prepared statements, and asked which they agreed with. When looking through the survey in advance, and when discussing this section at our pre-planning meeting, we had expected that ‘The service is a lifeline to me’ would come out at the top. It did appear in the top 3, but the response ‘I use the service to keep my mind active’ came out far and away above the others.

When we started to think about how we should act on the findings of the survey, these last three slides showing the popularity of history and the wish to keep their minds active, played an important role in shaping our thoughts, as we shall see in a moment.

[Slide 13 – pie chart showing projected 25% increase in client base]

Acting on the findings: first of all we aim to increase our client base significantly. 

This pie-chart shows the number of people currently receiving Books on Wheels (455) as a percentage of those who are helped by Adult Social Care to live at home (over 7,000). The pale cream section of the pie shows our projected increase in clients.

Starting from a small base, we aim (and it is in the Library Service Plan) to raise the numbers by 25% during the current year. We didn’t want to try for even higher figures too soon, because we are aware that we don’t want demand to outstrip what we can realistically offer. We need to make sure we have enough volunteers to deliver to these expanded numbers of people, so it is important to work on it gradually.

[Slide 14 – publicity leaflet sent to Adult Social Care for distribution]

How are we intending to bring about this increase?

WRVS are going to do word-of-mouth publicity at luncheon clubs etc, and hope to promote the service at local events and through the media.

Also, new publicity leaflets have been produced. I am aware that the leaflet approach has been tried before, and has also been used widely by other authorities, who have not always found it to be very effective, but the most exciting thing about our new leaflets is that they will not only be going out to the usual places – libraries, community centres, health centres etc, but that Adult Social Care have also agreed to distribute them when they go out to do initial assessments of people needing to receive a home care service. I am therefore more confident that they will get to the people who really need them and that numbers will start to grow.

[Slide 15 - Mrs. Eileen Burton and her poem]

The second way of acting on the findings was to look at the users’ appreciation for things which keep their minds active, and it was decided to trial a regular newsletter. It includes lists of new titles with brief synopses to give them a better feel for the books, puzzles pages such as word searches and quizzes (these have proved very popular) and readers’ contributions. These can be book reviews but also we have already had a couple of poems submitted by readers. This slide shows one example. They do like to have their photo included!

At the moment it looks as if the newsletter will be continuing beyond the initial pilot stage. We are going to extend its scope to cover not only the end-users but also the volunteers. We are also going to explore the possibility of finding a sponsor so that production can be improved and we can include more colour pages.

We shall now come on to the third of our actions, the oral history project, and for this I shall hand you back to Tonya.

[Slide 16 – picture of Salt Museum, Northwich]

As we’ve already said, we were quite surprised to see what a strong interest in history of all kinds our clients have. (I’m including biography and family sagas, as well as historical fiction and local history here.) What could we do in response to this, apart from try to buy more of these kinds of books in large print (probably a thankless task, as we have most of them already)? And was there anything more we could do to keep minds active, over and above providing the ‘mental gym’ of puzzle pages in the newsletter? While we were mulling this over, inspiration came from a rather unlikely source – the Service Plan! Yes, Service Plans are actually useful…

…And so are Best Value reviews! Do you remember Best Value? (Can I hear groans out there?) Well, way back in 2002 we had a Best Value Inspection, and one of the comments we had back was that the four components of what is now the Cultural Services Department (that’s Libraries, Archives, Arts and Museums), needed to be more ‘joined up’. This was a ‘quick win’ as far as we were concerned – we were just putting the individual Service Plans together so it was easy to bring them together and find places where we could work more effectively together. That was in 2002, and finally, several Service Plans later, all this ‘joined up thinking’ bore fruit. While Joyce and I were scratching our heads about how we could enhance the Home Delivery Service, and give clients more of the things they said they liked, we remembered a action that was going into the new year’s Service Plan, to do with the Salt Museum expanding its horizons a little, from the fascinating (but possibly slightly limited) history of the mid-Cheshire salt industry to acting as a gateway for the more general heritage of the area.

[Slide 17 – graph showing most popular type of book is historical]

Suddenly it all came together:

“Local history? Mid-Cheshire? Northwich Area? Salt Museum! Books on Wheels! Housebound people wanting to keep their minds active? Interested in history and family sagas and biography? I bet they’ve got some sagas of their own…

“Why don’t we do some oral history work with them? Those stories have got to be worth recording, and the (not-just-for-) Salt Museum is looking for material on local history…

And so our oral history project, My Story – Our History, was born.

[Slide 18 – bulleted list of key dates]

As we wanted to work in partnership with the WRVS and the Salt Museum, we started by discussing the project with them. Emma Chaplin, our Heritage and Museums Officer, was particularly helpful, and gave us lots of advice in the early stages, including recommending buying in proper training from a member of the Oral History Society, and advising us to get hold of some dedicated recording equipment. She also pointed us in the direction of the Heritage Lottery ‘Awards for All’ scheme – we were obviously going to need some money! At this stage the WRVS put in a fair amount of effort getting information together for the bid, as well as agreeing that their volunteers, already involved with Books on Wheels, could do the interviewing and transcribing work.

We also did a bit of digging around, and discovered several other authorities who had done similar projects. We were particularly impressed by the ongoing work Birmingham are doing, covering a different theme and client group every year. We spent a very enjoyable day there, watching a couple of interviews in progress and hearing about the different projects, and came back with lots of good ideas. Our Literature and Reading Development Officer, Anne Sherman, came with us, and as a result was very keen to get on board through Cheshire’s Readers and Writers Website, of which more later. 

The next step was to talk to the volunteers themselves. By now the Northwich team had had a letter about the project and quite a few had already said they wanted to be involved. We invited them along to an initial meeting at the Salt Museum, from which we got a group of 10 and lots more ideas about the practicalities of the interviews. Volunteers were particularly keen to keep the spontaneity and impact of the spoken words in the finished product, and as a result we decided to produce both a written record, with the interviews ‘tidied up’ into easily-read language (which is what Joyce and I had originally envisaged), and a fairly unedited version in audio format. They also solved the problem of picking a suitable subject for the interviews. To our surprise they suggested visiting each participant twice, the first time covering fairly general reminiscences and the second going into more detail about common or particularly interesting themes that had emerged. We were also able to book a date for the first part of the training there and then: things were coming together!

So that’s the plan. The first tranche of training is booked for 5th September, with a follow-up session in November, by which time all the volunteers should have organised themselves into pairs, recruited participants from their regular Books on Wheels clients, and started on the interviews. We’re hoping for 20-25 interviewees, so that makes a total of 40-50 interviews – obviously not something that will be done overnight, so we’ve allowed until summer 2008 for that part of the project. Then Joyce and I will work with our excellent WRVS housebound project manager, Helen Barrett, to edit the material down and produce a book or pamphlet, together with suitable illustrations (remember, our clients love having their photos taken!). The book and CD will be launched at the Salt Museum the following September, and I’ll say a bit more about that in a minute…

[Slide 19 – picture of completed bid]

…But first a quick progress report:

The Awards for All bid was sent in on Tuesday, and we’re now reading up on oral history work so that we’ll know what we’re talking about when we meet with the trainer for a planning session later in the summer. We’ve got at least 10 volunteers coming to the training in September, and we hope they’re busy enthusing their clients about the project as they go out on the rounds – perhaps even as we speak!

By the way, a quick hint for anyone thinking of applying for Awards for All funding – one of the biggest headaches so far has been discovering that there are three versions of the application form, but the submission must be made consistently on the pages of one version only. It sounds easy, but when you’re collecting material and signatures from people in different organisations, and even different parts of the same organisation, you can almost bet they will all be on a different version of the form!

[Slide 20 – screen dump of Cheshire Readers and Writers Website]

So what do we expect to get from the project?

Well, as I said, we’re aiming to get a book or pamphlet together (depending on how much material there is), which will include the participants’ stories and photos. We’re also going to produce a CD, and possibly a tape, of the interviews. (I know tape is slightly antiquated technology nowadays, but most of our current housebound clients prefer it to CD; indeed many don’t even have a CD player.)

If everything goes as it should, these will all be launched, together with an exhibition, at a jamboree in the Salt Museum in September 2008, in a blaze of publicity, and we’re hoping to be able to transport all the participant to the party as a little ‘thank you’ for sharing their stories with us. Afterwards the exhibition will tour local libraries (and maybe other venues), and the book and CD will become generally available, as well as feeding into the Salt Museum’s collection. The audio material will also be available to download from the Cheshire Readers and Writers Website, though we think the podcasts will probably appeal more to the participants’ grandchildren than to the clients themselves!

[Slide 21 – space rocket loaded with books]

And the future? What next?

Well, if the publicity campaign succeeds, we shall probably find ourselves having recruiting campaign sometime next year. The current volunteers have some spare capacity, but hopefully this will be exceeded as we reach more people!

The newsletter will continue to go out, at least every quarter, and its circulation is increasing to include the volunteers as well as the clients, which will probably add to and enhance the material we include. Ideally we’d love to find a sponsor so that we could produce something really glossy and maybe more frequent…

The oral history project, My Story – Our History, is very much a pilot, and work in progress, but eventually we’d like to roll it out to other parts of Cheshire. We’ve already had enquiries about taking it to Nantwich and Chester, and the Archives Service has also expressed an interest, so the word is spreading and the partnership is growing. Where next? The sky’s the limit – so watch this space!

Thank you very much.
Note: For technical reasons it has not been possible to make the entire presentation available online. For more information, or to receive a copy of the Powerpoint slides, contact Tonya Chirgwin (tonya.chirgwin@cheshire.gov.uk)
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