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en: A Strategic Plan for
erset County Library

Statement from
the Library Commission

This plan for action, Making it Happen: A Strategic Plan for the Somerset County Library System:
2004-2006 is a principal guide to our vision of our library system and our commitment to the member
communities that we serve. The Library Commission and staff believe that the Somerset County Library
System is a strong system. We recognize the rapidly changing face of technology and its impact on library
service yet we are aware of the community’s desire to continie to adhere to traditional library sefvices. The
Library Commission and staff are enthusiastic, flexible, and committed to continuous improvement. This
plan for action will help us to meet the challenges necessary to lead our library system in its central role in

improving the quality of our lives.
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Library services continue to change at a rapid pace as a result of changing customer
expectations, a renewed interest in reading and viewing, and technological advances that make
it easier and more convenient than ever before to use libraries. Over the last few years use of the
Somerset County Library Systern has continued to grow. Programs and services have been developed in
response to the needs of residents in the communities it serves. Traditional indicators of library use, such
as the number of items borrowed, the number of reference questions answered, and the number of library
visits demonstrates that SCLS libraries are busier than ever'. In addition, more and more people are visiting
county library branches to meet with others, to participate in a program or lecture, or to make use of the
library’s hi-speed Internet connections. The Somerset County Library System continues to be a key player
in improving the quality of life for those who live and work in Somerset County.

The Somerset County Library System and its staff have an on-going commitment to long range planning and
to continuous improvement. This plan is the fourth in a series of long range plans that have helped shape
the future of the Somerset County Library System and have guided its growth during the last 15 years.

Past plans have dealt with issues ranging from creating an infrastructure for the delivery of library services
(funding, staffing, and buildings) to the introduction of technology and new electronic services. This plan
builds on the existing strengths of the system and looks ahead to the next generation of library service in
Somerset County and to serving the next generation of library users.

According to New Jersey State Library Annual Statistical Report 1



The Somerset County Library Commission, the library administration, the library staff and members of the
community developed this latest plan as part of their responsibility to plan for the development, growth and
operation of the county library system. The plan identifies priorities and broad based goals to be considered
by all who are involved in making decisions about library service in Somerset County — County Freeholders
and administrators, local government officials, local library advisory boards, local branch administrators and
staff. By developing action steps and implementation plans that address the priorities and goals outlined in
this plan, the Somerset County Library system can continue to advance and grow over the next three years.

How We Planned

Staff, library commission and community members met in a series of planning sessions to develop this new
strategic plan. Leslie and Alan Burger, consultants from Library Development Solutions, assisted them in
their discussions. Participants devoted their energy and time to reviewing and discussing the following:

. System accomplishments

. The library system'’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats
Current trends affecting library services
The library’s vision, mission and values
Priorities, goals and objectives for the future
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What We Have Achieved System 2004-2006

This effort is the fourth successive plan adopted by the Somerset County Library System.
The SCLS has used a disciplined planning process to help it focus on providing library services,
collections and programs that rank am¢ng the best in New Jersey. Each new planning cycle has
allowed the library to review its direction and renew its commitment to its guiding principals of providing
high quality services and facilities that respond to the needs of county residents.

The Planning Committee reviewed the library system’s achievements since the last plan and highlighted
those listed here:

Introduction and expansion of new world language collections, including
Chinese, Russian and Korean, that respond to changing community
demographics

Participation in QandANJ.org, a real time online reference service
Continued support of YA and children’s reading clubs and book
discussion groups, and establishment of adult summer reading clubs
Redesign of the library’s website

Expansion of outreach to 15 senior facilities

Expansion of Sunday hours at the Bridgewater Library

Migration to a new integrated library system and online catalog
Improvements in collection development processes including using Title
Source Il, an alternative method for materials selection

Creation of a system wide marketing committee

Improvements in youth services, including collections, programs, and
space allocations

Provision of continuing education credits for teachers
through library sponsored workshops

Expansion of computer classes and instruction on how to
use electronic resources

Continued commitment to staff development workshops
and training

Planning and oversight of various facility improvements
Renovation and expansion of the Hillsborough, Warren,
Mary Jacobs and Bridgewater facilities
Program offerings and computer instruction in Spanish, Chinese and Russian




What’s New In Our Communities

The Planning Committee discussed changes and trends in the communities served by the SCLS in order to
ensure that the planning process reflected changing realities. Key changes in the service area communities
that were identified included:

Increased needs by residents who speak or read languages other than m
English, especially the Spanish, Russian, Korean, Chinese and Indian %
languages

Greater need for specialized services and facilities to meet the needs of a
growing older population

Increasingly greater demands and expectations for computers,
technology services and specialized data bases, as well as instruction in
their use

The existence of a “digital divide” within the county in which access and
use of electronic information varies greatly

Increasing demand for services to meet the developmental needs of
children from infancy through teen years

Increased demand and expectations for libraries that are convenient,
welcoming, comfortable and easy to use whether staying for ten minutes
or two hours

Focus On Our Users - Considering Key
Strategic Issues

The Planning Committee discussed the library’s current and potential community of users and observed
some changing expectations and strategic issues that are critical to the development of library services over
the next few years. These issues were used to develop the strategic plan.

Changing Information Patterns
The way in which people obtain information has changed dramatically in the last ten years. While in the past
information was confined mostly to print resources, the library’s community of users now can obtain

4
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information 24 hours a day, 7 days a week T Somerset County Library
on the web, on television, in real time chat rooms as well as in "' ~ System 2004-2006
digital databases that are updated daily. Increasingly library users expect this
same level of service from librari¢s either by encountering technology and Internet
connections that allow information to be easily obtained in the physical
library or by accessing informatian from the library's web site. The library
needs to accommodate information seekers who are more sophisticated in
their demands but who may also lack the technical skills needed to find the
information they need. Increasingly the library staff will be called upon to
teach and coach people in the use of these technologies.

Enhanced Services and More Accessibility
Successful libraries provide services that make it as easy as possible for community members to use their
library. People with increasingly busy lives are often impatient about waiting for library materials or services.
The library of the future will work more efficiently, eliminate redundant tasks and provide more direct
customer-focused services. Automated book checkout and return, email notification about late materials,
one-on-one training with a librarian, extended hours and after school homework centers are among the new
services that need to be considered. As the County’s population continues to grow, people will look more to
their local branches to be the delivery point for library programs and services.

Blurring of Boundaries

Increasingly people see less distinction between libraries and some of our for profit competitors. Many
people expect libraries to be more like bookstores or online booksellers such as Amazon.com. People have
less time to spend waiting for new library books and have come to expect collections of new materials in
quantities that reduce the amount of waiting time. They want libraries to offer some of the features they see
in bookstores such as a café environment and comfortable seating and they look for web features like online
alerts of new titles received and recommended reading lists.

Great Library Space

Physical space is an essential ingredient to attracting people to libraries.
Anecdotal evidence reported from newly renovated or built libraries indicates
that improved space has a direct impact on increased use and appreciation
for the library. Library customers want library spaces that can accommodate a
variety of activities at the same time — quiet reading, group study, collaborative
work, community meetings and programs.




Funding

The Somerset County Library System depends on a dedicated library tax to support library services. The
recent economic downturn and resulting unemployment is making it more difficult for people to keep up
with rising property tax rates. The county library system may no longer benefit from the same percentage
increase in annual budgets that it has enjoyed in the last few years and must carefully consider the costs of
new programs and services.

Staff Development

Great staff is vital to produce great library service. Effective libraries provide highly trained staff in sufficient
numbers to support the level of service expected by the community. It is important that SCLS continue to
invest resources in staff training and skill development so the staff is capable of effectively serving the public.

Services to Teens

Teens are valued library users. Library staff needs to extend themselves in reaching out to this community
by attracting them to the library and creating an atmosphere in which they feel comfortable and welcome.
Library staff will provide consistent programming and library resources that support educational and leisure
time reading interests and offer a wide variety of programs to get this generation of teens excited about
coming to the library.

Community Connections

No organization can achieve all that it needs to do independently of other organizations in the community.

By pooling resources to reach specific groups, organizations can work together to achieve common goals.
SCLS can work with social service and educational agencies in its area to extend library service and reach
groups who might not ordinarily use the library.

SCLS Vision, Mission and Values

The Planning Committee reviewed and discussed the existing vision, mission and values that were crafted
during the last two plans and determined that the mission and shared values statements reflected current
sentiment about the library’s role and principles. The Committee revised the vision statement to simplify its
message and hopefulness for the future.

Vision
Our vision is to provide a dynamic system of vital, inviting libraries that are an integral part of the everyday

lives of people who live and work in Somerset County.
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As the Somerset County Library System . ' Somerset County Library
works to achieve this vision, library users will experience the System 2004-2006

following:

A wide array of library services and programs that appeal to the interests of all age
groups.

A strong collection ¢f books, magazines, non print materials and access to up to date digital and
print information.

Highly skilled, responsive staff that focus on the needs of library users.

Easy to use library branches in convenient locations throughout Somerset County.

Libraries that reflect the diversity and culture of the communities served.

Centers for community information and culture.

Mission

We believe that the Somerset County Library System can make a difference in people’s lives. Our mission is
to provide library services and resources that help people in Somerset County expand their knowledge and
talents, make informed decisions, enrich their leisure hours, and enhance their daily lives.

Shared Values

We treat library users and each other with respect, courtesy and
understanding.

We understand that all user requests are valid and important.

We strive to provide verifiable information at all times from current,
up-to-date resources that meet user needs.
We offer library materials and access to
information that reflect diverse points of view.
We offer access to library materials,
services, and facilities for all ages.

We respect the confidentiality of library
transactions and requests.

We maintain a supportive work environment
where everyone’s dignity is respected and
staff input counts.

We invest in staff development and training to improve the quality of
service.

We are open to new ideas and welcome community input.

We work together, accomplish goals and enjoy what we do.




Priorities and Goals

The Somerset County Library System serves a multitude of users with a variety of demands for service and
resources. While library staff do their best on a daily basis to meet user needs, it is important for the library
to determine its most important priorities for service and resource allocation both now and for the future.
These priorities and goals, which were derived from library staff and user input, are intended to guide the
Somerset County Library System’s development over the next three years. This plan will assist the Somerset
County Library System Commission and staff as they develop library budgets and services, determine the
allocation of county, state and federal resources, and improve the library’s responsiveness to users’ needs.

Common Themes

The Planning Committee identified recurring themes that they believed should be reviewed and reflected in
the priorities and goals. These themes reflect both the needs of individuals and the needs of communities
served by the library system.

Encouraging family use of the library and library materials.

Responding to changes in the communities, understanding new uses of the libraries and responding
to both traditional and new patterns of use.

Responding to overall funding issues to help maintain a relatively stable funding environment.
Partnering and coordinating with other institutions and organizations to provide additional support to
residents.

Recognizing the existence of the “digital divide” within our communities.

Priorities and Goals in Detail

Priority 1:

Meeting Popular Interests

People of all ages continue to use libraries in the most traditional sense — to find materials that reflect

the popular interests of today’s society. Users expect the library to have an ample supply of the latest
bestsellers, to offer advice on recommended reading and to purchase materials in a variety of formats. They
want to locate these materials easily within buildings that provide an atmosphere that is conducive to reading
and listening. They expect friendly personalized service available during all of the library’s open hours, and
they want libraries to adopt the best practices of some of their bookstore competitors including additional
hogrs and cafes.
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Goal: Anticipate and respond to public
demand for current and varied library collections and services

Expand the availability of popular library materials in a timely manner
Provide quality reader’s advisory services to all patrons
Present programs of current interest to patrons of all ages



