[image: image1.wmf]
OSU Libraries

Communications Taskforce Report 
2005

[image: image2.wmf]
Table of contents

Executive Summary
3

Needs Assessment
4

Data Gathering
Summary

Recommendations
5

Formal

Informal 

Summation
9

Team Members
9

Attachments
10


Meetings cheat sheet



Email cheat sheet


Survey questions


Decision Making Model

Executive Summary

At the last two OSU Libraries In-Service Days, concerns were raised about communication problems throughout the OSU Library System.  In response, volunteers were recruited for a task force.  This task force was charged with examining communication and decision-making within OSU Libraries, and making recommendations for improving these processes.

We found that most employees are satisfied with communication within their departments, but that breakdowns do happen when information has to pass between departments.  These breakdowns affect employees’ willingness to make decisions that might have implications outside of their own department or work unit.  The perception exists that decision-making can be risky, and that it can be difficult to get support for decisions from those not directly involved in the decision-making process.

Recommendations:

· Improve formal communications mechanisms already in place.

· Provide employees with the opportunity to meet regularly with colleagues performing similar functions in different Library departments, including those at remote branches when possible.

· Create a web-accessible space for all departments to access where decisions can be communicated and discussed without adding to the current volume of email.

· Create a library newsletter to report on items of interest to staff as a whole.

· Maintain effective communication practices within departments, and ensure that those practices are communicated to new employees.

· Provide a variety of informal opportunities for staff to meet and talk.
Needs Assessment
Data Gathering

The task force supplemented the information from the in-service sessions in two ways.  First, we needed to gather more specific information about communication within the OSU Libraries.  The feedback gathered at the in-service days was valuable, but lacked specific recommendations and focused on problems.  We needed feedback about communication patterns and methods that were working as well as those that were problematic.  Secondly, we needed to gather information about best practices from other institutions, including other libraries and OSU.

To meet the first need, the task force solicited input from all full-time faculty and staff of OSU Libraries using an anonymous, web-based survey.  Completed surveys were returned by about 25% of eligible employees, and all library departments were represented.  This information was supplemented by interviews with particular employees.  In addition, the task force membership was expanded in the early stages to make sure that both Public and Technical Services departments were represented.  To meet the second need, the task force collected best practices information from library-related discussion lists, library literature, and literature in organizational communication.

A summary of data gathered is presented in the next section.  Individuals responding to the survey were assured that their feedback would be completely confidential.  As a result the data from those surveys will be summarized and trends will be reported instead of individual comments.  The survey questions are attached.

Summary

Feedback from surveys and interviews with OSU Libraries faculty and staff was very clear, and for the most part, encouraging.  Overwhelmingly, those surveyed believe that communication within their departments is effective and most use a combination of telephone, email and face-to-face communication (including meetings).  Email is the least effective method of communication in general, but is effective when used to provide a historical trail of a conversation, for general announcements, or when a colleague is not available face-to-face.  Most of those surveyed reported that the meetings they attend (almost always within their own departments) are effective and productive. 

Almost all communication problems described in the surveys resulted from breakdowns in interdepartmental communication.  The same methods of email, face-to-face and phone communication are used but with considerably less success.  Telephone and email are useful at times, but when it is unclear who the contact person should be, they do not work well.  Face-to-face contact is similarly dependent upon knowing colleagues in other departments, because there are only a few regular interdepartmental meetings where issues can be aired.  

The task force also gathered information about decision making, and its relationship to communication.  OSU Libraries faculty and staff understand the importance of identifying stakeholders and soliciting feedback before decisions are made, but communication problems sometimes make that process more difficult.   The problems identified fell into two main categories.  First, several employees described situations where they had trouble identifying stakeholders before making a decision, or situations where they should have been consulted about a decision as a stakeholder but were not.  These employees expressed frustration with problems that could have been prevented if all interested parties had been aware of a decision before it was implemented.

Secondly, employees described situations where a decision was unnecessarily delayed, sometimes beyond the point of being useful, because conversations about it had to travel up and down a hierarchy.  In some cases, these employees also suggested that discussions about decisions would not only be more efficient but more productive if the people responsible for the day-to-day implementation of those decisions could communicate directly.  Instead, they communicate with their supervisors, who then discuss the issue at the manager level without the benefit of that day-to-day experience.

The perception clearly exists that it is the responsibility of the department or work unit proposing a change to communicate that change to all potentially affected groups.   Most employees feel that the only mechanism for regular communication between departments is LAMP.  So, when decisions need to be made special efforts must be made by the proposing department or participants have to wait for the conversation to travel up the hierarchy to LAMP and then back down to those responsible for implementing the change.  Sometimes, the pressure to be sure a decision has been communicated to everyone means that decisions that are too small to require input from all of LAMP go through LAMP anyway.  At the same time, there is no obvious way for individuals or work units to keep abreast of other groups’ decisions or activities themselves. 
This puts a lot of pressure on the department, work unit or individual that needs to make a decision that will affect multiple departments.  Blame for problems caused by the failure to communicate a decision to another department rests on the shoulders of the department making the decision.  The perception is that making decisions can be risky, that wrong decisions are considered failures instead of learning opportunities, and that there is not a lot of motivation for those departments or work units not directly involved in making a decision to accept and support it.  

Recommendations

The task force focused its recommendations on methods to improve interdepartmental communications because most employees are satisfied with the communication patterns within their departments.

OSU Libraries should try to create an environment where it is easier for employees to talk to each other across departmental boundaries.  To do this, we recommend a combination of formal and informal opportunities for communication.  

Formal or structured opportunities for information sharing
1. Formal structures already in place should be improved by:

· Rotating the day of the week for the admin briefing, and similar meetings.

· Making minutes available from admin briefings (Implemented).
· Moving the LAMP meeting to Guin and Cascades (once per year).

· Improving teleconferencing.  In particular, work to make the Polycom reliable outside of Drinkward.

2. Employees performing similar duties in different departments should have regularly scheduled meetings that allow them to share knowledge.

· Existing meetings:  Managers should identify meetings where information relevant to multiple departments is regularly discussed, and appoint representatives to attend extra-departmental meetings where appropriate. 

This is already happening in a limited fashion, showing that the need for such 
meetings has been recognized:  Archives representatives attend RICD Reference 
Services and Instruction Workgroup meetings.
· New meetings:  managers should identify employees performing similar functions and schedule regular meetings for those employees to share information.  For example, faculty and staff who manage services in Reference and Access currently meet biweekly for coffee (RICD and Access Services representatives are included).


Additional possibilities could include: supervision of students, space/building 


issues. 
3. A mechanism should be created for departments to make their activities and future plans/decisions more transparent to OSU Libraries staff as a whole.  We recommend that a space be developed for all departments to post current activities and potential decisions.  Ideally, this space should be created using social/communicative tools such as blogs or wikis that allow for two-way communication in the form of comments or threaded discussions.


This would be useful because it would:

· Provide for two-way communication without adding to the volume of email, as discussion lists would. 

· Provide a way for people to ask questions, post comments or feedback before a new project/decision is implemented.

· Provide a way to share the responsibility for communicating about potential decisions among departments.

· Provide a searchable, accessible archive of information open to all employees in a way that documents stored on the shared drives are not.


Another task force should be created to choose the specific platform, create 
policies covering what should be included, and provide training to departments. 

4. Several employees requested a regular internal newsletter.  Frequency could be quarterly or every other month, depending on administration. 

The newsletter would provide a space to communicate news and events that are difficult 
to communicate now without significantly adding to the volume of email.  Content could 
include: 

· Upcoming events/ meetings/ brown bags.
· Updates from different departments, written by Department Heads on a rotating basis.

· New employees’ photographs and biographies.  

· Meetings and events for social and interest-based groups.
5. To ensure that effective practices are maintained within departments as staff changes, and to provide employees with opportunities to improve particular communications-related skills:

· Managers should make sure that best practices for communicating by email, decision making and managing meetings are provided to new employees when they are hired.  To assist with that we have provided:

· Email cheat sheet- attached
· Decision making model - attached
· Meetings cheat sheet – attached
· Employees should be aware of training opportunities and materials available at OSU.  An up-to-date list of opportunities is available at:  http://oregonstate.edu/admin/hr/training/course.htm 

· Employees should be allowed time to attend workshops as teams when appropriate, to develop understanding of themselves as a work unit.
· Brown-bag lunches and/or training sessions are recommended for developing particular skills, or providing an additional avenue for information-sharing.
Informal opportunities for staff from multiple departments to communicate

The data gathered from OSU Libraries employees made it clear that one of the barriers to good communication between departments was the perception that employees shouldn’t talk to colleagues in different departments without going through their managers.  This perception was exacerbated by many employees lack of familiarity have with outside departments.  When an employee knew who they needed to talk to in another department, and knew that person already, it was much more likely that they would be comfortable initiating the contact.  

Simply put, we recommend that OSU Libraries’ employees be given a variety of opportunities to connect and communicate with people in other departments.  

Events or gatherings suggested by employees and listservs that would serve this purpose include:

1. Informal but regularly scheduled meetings where managers and administrators are available. These meetings should be “on the clock” so work talk is okay and comfortable.  They would not be a place to raise concerns better raised in a formal setting or in private, but a place to bring different departments in to the same place, and keep LAMP aware of what is going on.


These might include:

· Morning coffee breaks or afternoon tea breaks.
· Coffee hour after the administrative briefing. 

2. Informal meetings or social events based on common interests: trivia competitions, cooking, book club, or walking club.  Membership in these should all be voluntary.   More than one employee mentioned the lack of a regular place to advertise meetings or solicit interest (without adding to the volume of email) as a barrier to forming these groups now.  

3. Participation in campus-wide events like the food drive, Beaver Spirit Challenge, Fall START/Connect program, and University Day.  We have staff members willing to provide leadership and people are willing to mingle and work together for common goals. 
Summation 

Communication and decision making are interrelated. We believe the implementation of these recommendations will help ensure better decision making practices and provide a broader knowledgebase throughout our organization. 
We recommend that this report be distributed to all faculty and staff after LAMP has had time to review and approve our recommendations.  
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Decision Making Model
Meetings Cheat Sheet

1. Always have an agenda of some kind sent out in advance, with an invitation to add items so attendees know ahead of time what will be discussed and have an opportunity to add to the list.

2. Start on time.

3. Keep on time and on task – noting side issues to be discussed later.

4. Have someone take minutes – it is important to record decisions and action items. 

5. Set up Place, Date and time of next meeting and next agenda items if you already have them.

6. Have a quick meeting review – summarize discussion outcomes and reiterate actions for participants to complete before the next meeting. Was the meeting effective?
7. Minutes should be sent out as soon as possible for action items to be followed up on, ideally within one week or before the next meeting – whichever is sooner. 

	As a leader
	As a participant

	Be open and encouraging
	Decide to make the meeting worthwhile

	Serve as a catalyst by posing questions
	Attempt to answer leader’s questions, especially if a long silence has ensued

	Maintain harmony: remind participants of shared goals and appropriate behaviors
	Defend your ideas, but exercise appropriate meeting behavior

	Don’t ramble
	Don’t ramble

	Gather support for ideas before the meeting
	Review minutes of the last meeting; study agenda; assemble materials; complete tasks assigned at the last meeting

	Don’t control or dominate the discussion
	Practice listening skills; don’t engage in side discussions

	Take notes on all that occurs
	Take notes and ask questions. Note errors you see in the minutes to be corrected

	Use and elicit “team” behaviors
	Demonstrate “team” attitude

	Exercise follow-up options if consensus can’t be reached on an issue
	Suggest closure for items that aren’t resolved within allotted time; volunteer for follow-up task that are assigned



The above table was reprinted with permission from ‘Meetings that work’ by Marlene Caroselli for Skillpath Publications. A few words have been modified for clarification. 
MANAGING E-MAIL

1. Don’t add to the problem. Send fewer e-mails.
2. Lessen the urgency of e-mail.
· Start your work day by not opening email right away.
· Turn off the e-mail delivery bell.

· If it’s an emergency try to use the phone.
3. Less is better; make e-mails brief, 1-10 sentences, include deadlines, indicate if actions are expected and follow up.

· If longer send the information as an attached document or set up a meeting to discuss face to face.
4. Determine who needs to be copied instead of sending a mass mailing.
5. Take the time to talk in person.  
6. Can you say it all in the subject line? Add these abbreviations to subject line texts.

NRN
No Reply Needed
TY
Thank You
NRB 
Need Response By (Example - NRB 3/29 2:00 pm)
END
use the subject line for the entire message 

(Example - Meet 12:00 am, 09/30 okay? END)

7. Create a filing system in personal folders to organize what you need to keep.

8. Delete regularly – once a month or once a quarter depending on how much mail you receive.

9. Use the tools in email to your advantage – set rules and learn about your options. 

10. Use Email Etiquette

· Notify the sender if you are unable to respond promptly to an email request.

· Cool off; remember no emotional e-mails.

· Don’t deliver bad news via e-mail.

· Limit circular e-mail communication, talk in person instead.  

Hear the details @ Overcoming E-Mail Overload 
Montagne, Renee.  “Overcoming E-mail Overload at Work.” NPR Morning Edition, Feb. 9, 2005. http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4490997 
Survey Questions

1. Have you, or the units/work groups in which you participate, ever made a decision and later realized you should have had more information, or information from other groups, before making that decision?


(Yes or No)

2. If your answer to #1 was YES, please describe the situation.

3. How do you, and the groups in which you participate, handle situations in which decisions you need to make might affect other individuals or groups in the library?


(Yes or No)

4. Describe the methods you use now to communicate with people within your department. Do these work well for you?

5. What do you think would improve communication within your department?

6. Describe the methods you use now to communicate with people in other library departments. Do these methods work well for you?

7. What do you think would improve communication between departments in the library?

8. Department or location?  



Access



Admin



Archives or Special Collections



RICD



Tech Services



HMSC/Guin



Cascades

Decision Making Model

It will always be a delicate balance between what is enough time to take to make a decision and making timely decisions. Our investigation of best practices highlighted five key points involved in good decision making. 
1.
Gather information on what your peers and/or other institutions are doing. Use their successes and failures to understand potential opportunities and challenges.  

2.
Make sure data gathering represents a balanced and accurate experience of others and that contrary evidence is considered in the evaluation.  Use information on related practices in your workplace.  Gather statistics, knowledge from experts, financial data, and other types of pertinent information.

3.
Identify stakeholders as early in the process as possible and determine how to implement their participation in the process.  Identify stakeholders by considering who will be affected in both the short-term and long-term.  
4.
Allow time for feedback and adjustments before the final decision is made. This improves buy-in from stakeholders and minimizes costly mistakes.

5.
Identify the financial impacts of the options and determine the resources needed including the costs of each stage in time, money, and staffing.

Other useful resources:
Hammond, John S., Keeney, Ralph L., and Raiffa, Howard.  Smart Choices: A Practical Guide to Making Better Decisions.  First paperback edition. Boston, Broadway Books, 2002.
Nutt, Paul C.  Why Decisions Fail.   First edition.  San Francisco, Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2002.
Russo, J. Edward, and Schoemaker, Paul J. H.  Winning Decisions: Getting It Right the First Time.   First edition.  New York, Currency/Doubleday, 2001.
Welch, David A.  Decisions Decisions: The Art of Effective Decision Making.  First edition. New York, Prometheus Books, 2002.  
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