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From goose chase to follow-up

A South Dakota library’s lesson for business

Last month I recounted a happy tale
of meeting a helpful motel clerk and a
benevolent Benedictine monk in South
Dakota. Now I'll present another South
Dakota story which
turned out happily,
though it didn’t
start that way. And
I'll make a case for
its significance to
the world of busi-
ness.

First, though, a
caveat. The - last
U.S. Census tallied
24,032 |

Phil
Vendlttl ments with paid
| ' employees in
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LANGUAGE guess that means

realize that my two-day visit to the
state in July doesn’t qualify me to gen-

eralize about all those businesses and

people.

In any case, on w1th the story.

The Problem. The memory cards
on our family’s two digital cameras
were almost full as we drove toward the
Black Hills late one afternoon. How
could we empty the cards to make
room for the, additional pictures we
were sure we’d want to take that
evening at Mount Rushmore?

The Answer: Transfer the 1mages "

from the cameras to my memory stick.
But making the transfer required a
computer, which we lacked in our car.

We had a brilliant idea. We’d stop at
the public library in a city on our way —
which I.won’t name here — and borrow
one of their computers. This maneuver
would take only 5-10 minutes and
wouldn’t require downloadmg software
or using the Internet.

The Goose Chase. We located the
library. At the main desk downstairs,
one of our daughters signed up for a
visitor’s card that allowed her to use an
Internet-enabled computer. Then this
happened:

1. We found a computer upstairs.

2, T attempted to transfer the camera
photos to the memory stick, but the
computer setup didn’t permit me to.

3. I explained the problem to one of

“private -
nonfarm establish- .

“businesses” — and -
764,309 people. 1

the library staff members, who told me
there was surely some kind of photo-
reading software on the computers to
permit downloading. “Try it again,” the
person said.

4. My daughter and I trekked back
upstairs and searched for the software
on the computer. There was none.

5. I returned to the desk downstairs
and spoke to another staff member.
When I said I hadn’t been able to find
the software which the first staffer had

described, that person said, “No. The .

security software on the computers
won’t let people do that.”
‘More Foulness. I explained my

- circumstances to the second staff per-

son, noting that I'm a college faculty
member and have used computers reg-

ularly for 20 years. I cbserved that
there were four unused computers in

~ the office area directly behind the per-

son’s desk and asked if I could use one
of them for no more than 10 minutes to
transfer the photographs. The'pe’rson
vowed to check with a supervisor in the
adjoining office and did so.

The person then returned and said,
“It’s not possible to permit you to use
the computers.” I asked for the e-mail
address of the library director, said
“thank you,” and left.

The Follow-up. When I returned to
Wenatchee, 1 e-mailed the library
director. I described what had hap-

.bened and said I wasn’t pleased by how

the staff had behaved.
Here are excerpts from the reply I
received within 24 hours from the

- director:

- Mr. Vendzttz

I apologlze for the frustratlon you
felt while visiting **** Public Library.
It would be helpful for me if you could
provtde a bit more information for my
conversation with staff. ... Could you
describe for me what the process and
resources you would need to download
your pictures when using a publzc
‘access computer? ...

I'll look further into what took place

for future requests such as yours. I will
also add that libraries are just begin-
ning to recOgnize the need for down-
loading services and we'll be looking
into this happening at ****,

As you can see, the director’s e-mail"

message displayed several examples of
admirable customer service:

1) acknowledging and apologizing for
a customer’s frustration;

2) seeking specific information to
clarify the nature of the customer’s
problem;

3) pledging to investigate the prob-
lem further to keep it from afflicting
other customers;

4) putting the problem in context
and noting its significance to the larger
community of service providers.

Over the following 10 days or so, I
went through three or four more e-mail
exchanges with the director. In each,
the director’s tone was concerned,
_polite and totally professional.

The Final Analysis.

So, why have I written about this set
of events? | |

“Weren’t the behavior and attitudes of
the library staff which perturbed me
fairly trivial and commonplace?

Couldn’t anybody run into similar |

things, any day, in lots of other busi-
" nesses and organizations?

Well, yes. But I chose to mention
these relatively minor ills precisely
because they’re not unusual. Seeking to
eliminate even the kinds of small
slights and brush-offs I experienced in
this case is worth a crack, right?

Furthermore, I see value in dwelling

at. least briefly. on the importance and

excellence of public libraries in general.
The professionalism of the library
director in South Dakota reminds me of
why I'll always love libraries and librar-
ians.

Throughout my life, I've seen them
serve society well and act as wonderful
resources for people in general. They
can supply great assistance to business-
es, if we but ask their help.

Among many other writers, John C.
Ryan stands as a strong advocate for
the public library. In his spiffy 1999
book, Seven Wonders: Everyday
Things for a Healthier Planet, he count-
ed it among the elements of the mod-
ern world for which people ought to be
most grateful.

Perhaps you would enjoy reading one
of Ryan’s books or would like to experi-
ence some outstanding face-to-face
customer service. If so, there’s an easy
way to do so here in the Wenatchee
area. Just make your way physically (or
online, at http://www.ncrl.org) to our
own North Central Regional Library!

AchieveGlobal facilitator.

Phil Venditti is presndenr of the
American Culture and Language
Institute  and a certified

He has

taught communication at Wenatchee
Valley College and led communica-
tions workshops throughout the
Valley. .
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