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A Guidebook for Working with Community
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What’s the difference be t ween 
Communi t y Engagement and 

Communi t y-Led work?

What does Communi t y Engagement 
mean in different posi t ions and 

staff roles? pg.  28 

I  need str ategies to bring a 
rel at ionship to a close.  

Can you help? 

I  have never done this 
kind of work before 
and I  f ind i t a bi t 

overwhelming. Help?

Do you have questions about community work? 
Use this Un-Table of Contents to jump straight to 
the part that’s most relevant to you. 

Or, if you prefer, you can read this guide straight 
through, or skim by main topic or sub-topic.  
Any way to read this book that helps you is  
the right way. 

pg.  36

pg.  11
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What’s the difference be t ween 
Communi t y Engagement and 

Communi t y-Led work?
pg.  5

What does Communi t y Engagement 
mean in different posi t ions and 

staff roles? pg.  28 

How do I  start?
pg.  15

How do I  ge t 
engagement going 
in the f irst pl ace?

I need to dec ide which opt ions/
projec ts to focus on. How do I 

we ight the opt ions?

I already feel 
busy. How do I 
make t ime for 

communi t y 
engagement?

As a superv isor, 
what can I  ask of 
staff in various 

roles?

How do I  demonstr ate 
the value of what  

I  am doing?

How do I  f ind my own natur al 
way of doing communi t y 

engagement?

How do I  know 
if I  am be ing 

successful? What Questions
do YOU Have?

pg.  13

pg.  24
pg.  34

pg.  30

pg.  34

pg.  31

pg.  15
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Working with 
Community: 
Key Concepts
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Wh at  is  C om munit y  Eng age ment? 
Community engagement can happen every time we interact with community 
members inside and outside our physical walls. 

We leave the library for many different reasons — to deliver a program, or 
attend a neighbourhood festival, or meet with a community group. By leaving 
the library, we let people know about our services — including those who may 
not already use the library.

We also engage with community members in deliberate ways — through open 
houses, surveys, feedback forms and in-depth consultations such as Free-for-
All — to help us improve service and meet patron needs.  And we engage with 
community when we talk to patrons in the library and through our personal, 
family and community connections.

Wh at  is  C om munit y-Le d  Wor k?
Community-led work is a particular kind of community engagement, where 
the library works collaboratively with community members so that we can 
understand the needs of the community, and use this understanding to inform 
the direction of library work and policies.

The community-led approach can be used with anyone facing barriers to 
library use. But, the less comfortable people feel with using the library the more 
important it becomes to use community-led methods. People who have had 
negative experiences with institutions, with education, and with libraries, may 
be slow to trust us.

Much of the advice in this guide about taking things slowly, building 
relationships with community and not doing a “hard sell” about the library has 
its roots in the community-led philosophy.

Is  t h is  Gu idebo o k  f or  C om munit y  Eng age ment,  
or  C om munit y-Le d  Wor k?
Both! The purpose of this guide is to help you recognize and act on opportunities 
to infuse the community engagement work that you are already doing with a 
community-led perspective, and to support you in moving, where appropriate, 
towards a more actively community-led approach to library work.

As you will see, these changes can be very simple, and don’t have to be big. At 
the same time, community-led work can sometimes involve a shift in the way 
you think about library work. This guide is a resource to help you as you get 
started or embark on new projects; training sessions and individual discussions 
with other staff members, as well as the resources on page 39, can also be 
valuable in supporting your work with community. 
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Why is Working  
with Community 
Important?
Working with community, both within and outside the physical library walls, 
is vital to realizing the Library’s vision of An informed, engaged, and connected 
city. The examples below, and in the rest of this guide, may give you a sense of 
the critical difference an inclusive and community-led approach can make in 
the lives of Vancouver residents, especially those who experience barriers to 
traditional library use. 

“Hastings Branch staff felt honoured to be invited by the adult students of PALS 
Autism school to their performance of a musical entitled “Work.” This group of 
students comes to the library every week to borrow books and DVDs and to practice 
their social skills in a safe and welcoming environment. That they invite us to an event 
that only their parents attend suggests that this group greatly value and appreciate 
their relationship with the library and its role in the community.”

—Pauline Preston
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“In the course of a conversation with a homeless youth, it emerged that he had learned to 
play guitar from books he borrowed from the library, and then continued to use books 
and magazines from the library to learn songs, which provided him with a means of 
income and survival through busking. He had lost his card and hadn’t returned to the 
library since; he thought he wouldn’t be able to afford the fee for a new card. 

I went over to the Britannia branch, a few blocks away, and explained the situation 
to branch staff. They were able to find the young man’s record in the database and to 
work with the supervisor to issue him a new card and waive the fine. The youth was 
overjoyed to be able to borrow music books again.” 

—D’Arcy Stainton, Teen Services 

“When the new Mount Pleasant Branch opened we noticed that a group of people 
who have developmental disabilities and their helpers began coming to the library. 
There were times when some of these people were loud or behaved in ways that were 
startling but we did our best to make them feel welcome. 

I asked one of the helpers to tell me about his experiences and was surprised to learn 
that his strong positive feeling about our branch came from something that I had 
viewed as negligible. He said that the fact that we say hello to everyone (not just the 
helpers) when they come in to the branch creates an atmosphere where everyone feels 
comfortable. It was a good reminder that for some people, small gestures can have a 
huge impact.” 

—Sarah Green

“At the  Off the Grill program — a low-barrier barbecue program where youth help 
prepare and serve the food to the community and their peers— I met Michael, who 
works with the Cultural Leadership Aboriginal Youth program. Michael is passionate 
about connecting youth with the languages of their families, and about ensuring that 
languages don’t die out. Because of the connection we made outside the library, Michael 
came into the library and asked about borrowing library materials for his group. We 
were able to sort out his card and enable him to use the library again, to support him 
as he supports our youth to connect with their traditional culture and language.”

—Ariel Caldwell ,  Teen Services
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“At  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  pr ogra m  ever y on e  is  e ager  t o  s ign 
up  f or  a  l i brar y  c ard,  a n d  t hr i l l e d  t o  f i n d  out  t h at  o ld 
f i n e s  c a n  be  f orgive n  — one  w om an  eve n  f i l l e d  out  h er 
a pp l i c at i o n  bet we en  s et s  o f  c o nt ra c t i o ns .”

“I have been visiting the Families in Recovery (FIR) program at the Women’s Hospital 
once a month to present a babytime and parent education program. FIR is a residential 
harm-reduction program for women dealing with addictions, and the participants are 
either in the late stages of pregnancy or have just given birth. At the end of the program 
everyone is eager to sign up for a library card, and thrilled to find out that old fines can 
be forgiven — one woman even filled out her application between sets of contractions.
Mostly, though, the magic of this program is in giving new and at-risk mothers tools to 
bond with their babies. We learn rhymes and sing lullabies, and talk about the power 
of songs to connect with babies, to soothe them when they are upset (many of these 
babies will go through withdrawal in their early days), and even to soothe the parent 
singing. Although many of the participants start out by saying that they refuse to sing 
anything, which I tell them is fine, these are the same ones who often end up being the 
most active participants. In an environment where it has not yet been decided whether 
the mothers will retain custody of their babies, anything that supports parent-child 
bonding is a powerful tool. 

One mother shared her experience of losing custody of her first daughter, and then 
getting to see her again after several months at an agency office. But when she picked 
up her daughter, the baby just fussed and refused to look at her face. She didn’t know 
what to do, and was at her wit’s end, when she noticed the mirror on the wall of the 
office. It reminded her of an old song and game she used to play with her daughter 
before she lost custody, which involved singing and looking at their reflections in the 
mirror. As soon as she stood in front of the mirror and started singing the song, her 
daughter suddenly looked at her mother’s face, grabbed onto her fiercely, and wouldn’t 
let go. As she shared this experience, and other participants shared similar stories about 
the powerful connections they had experienced through sharing songs and rhymes with 
their earlier children, I could feel the atmosphere in the room changing. People began 
to talk about these simple rhymes and songs as powerful tools, to become increasingly 
interested in each other’s advice and experience, to participate more, and to focus more 
intently on the new songs and rhymes we learned.

I have seen that mother again twice, either before or after a program, when she 
happened to be back visiting the leaders and other participants in the program. Last 
time I saw her she was living on her own out in the community with full custody of her 
child who was now about 6 months old.” 

—Anna Swanson, Early Years Team
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How Do We Find 
Community Groups 
and Connect With  
Community Members?
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Dire c t  Requ e st s
“On a busy Saturday, a staff member from the Heartwood Centre for Women, a 
residential treatment program for women from across BC, asked a Library Assistant at 
the Terry Salman Branch about obtaining library cards for Centre residents who lacked 
identification. Together, members of the TSN team worked to brainstorm ways of 
enabling program participants to obtain library cards. Information and circulation staff 
worked with the Branch Head and Supervisor to develop a letter that residents can bring 
in to the library. This letter confirms that participants are residing at the Heartwood 
Centre and gives clear instructions to VPL circulation staff on how to set up library cards.”

—Kelly Olafson

The simplest way to find community groups is when they approach you directly! 
It’s notable in this example that Terry Salman Branch staff responded to the 
Heartwood Centre’s request by putting time into expanding existing library 
procedures in a way that accommodates the circumstances and needs of  
the group.

Pat r o n  Sugge st i o ns  a n d  C onne c t i o ns
“A patron at the Carnegie Branch came with a really specific suggestion. She was 
currently undergoing a detox and withdrawal management program at OnSite, and 
was really happy that she could begin to use the library again after completing the 
mandatory residential part of the program. She asked whether the library could provide 
donated paperbacks to residents undergoing detox, as they were often bored and 
looking for things to do. She even offered to pick up the books herself and take them to 
the facility.”

—Beth Davies

Patrons with connections to groups or organizations are a terrific source 
of information about community needs you may not be aware of.  Once 
you hear about a community need, you can work with your supervisor 
to discuss what kind of role the Library might play in working with that 
community or a related organization.

St af f  Obs er vat i o ns  a n d  C onne c t i o ns
“Circulation staff at the Renfrew branch noticed an increase in holds from patrons 
with African last names. Through noticing this small detail, they identified a potential 
underserved community for the branch to reach out to.”

—Thomas Quigley

Staff in your unit will have ideas and connections with patrons and 
community members. Staff who are members of a particular community 
already have one foot in the door.
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Neighbour h o od  Re s ourc e s
“While researching resources for patrons who are homeless,  
there came a point when using the internet and the Red Book to find 
contacts and detailed information came to a conclusion, but I still 
felt like there were more services to discover particularly in the West 
Area. During a soup kitchen outing I bumped into a regular guest, 
who is a super friendly person, and always excited to share stories 
and jokes. He began to tell me of his weekly routine, where the best 
meals were, which church provided real cutlery and tablecloths, 
and how to avoid line-ups. I soon discovered that he was a wealth 
of knowledge for finding free meals in Vancouver. By the end of 
our conversation I had a list of places, mainly churches, that don’t 
advertise their community meals online, not even on their own 
websites! I would never have discovered these places, if it hadn’t been 
for this community member and his willingness to share.” 

—Natalie Porter

“At the Collingwood Branch we have a fair number of patrons that 
are clients of Together We Can, a non-profit organization that runs 
an Alcohol and Drug Recovery Program for men. Since we see a lot 
of TWC clients as patrons here, we decided to touch base with the 
organization in order to see if there would be a need to develop a 
collection on the subject of alcohol and drug recovery.

About a month ago I called the executive director of Together We 
Can, Bob Waring. We had a chat over the phone and agreed to meet 
the following week. What came out of the meeting is that TWC  
could use some DVDs on the subject of alcohol and drug recovery. 
Bob also thinks that books on spirituality are something they could 
make use of.”

—Vincent Vezina

If you’re investigating your community, the best place to 
start is talk to people who know it well and have a personal 
perspective of the neighbourhood; you may find that patrons 
you already interact with regularly have a wealth of knowledge 
that can be tapped into if you ask. The very act of having these 
conversations also builds positive relationships. 

Other ways to find out more include using online resources 
such as the Red Book, visiting well-known community gathering 
places such as Neighbourhood Houses and Family Places, and 
simply walking around the neighbourhood. A walk-around can 
raise your awareness of less-formal community hubs as well as 
trends and cues (such as empty storefronts, or flyers  
and signs in different languages) that you might not  
notice from within the library. 

“During a soup kitchen outing I bumped 
into a regular guest, who is a super 
friend ly person. By the end of our 
conversation I had a list of places, mainly 
churches, that don’t advertise their 
community meals online, not even on their 
own websites!”
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One  T h ing  Le a ds  t o  An ot her
“When I began working in Marpole I had very little knowledge of my 
new community but was fortunate to “hook-up” with an enthusiastic 
team of community activists at the local Neighbourhood House. 
Over a few months of joining various meetings and getting to know 
the staff, I discovered that they had just received a grant to open a 
computer lab. Working towards a joint goal of helping people in the 
community to improve their digital literacy skills, we’re running a pilot 
project in the fall of 2013 where a Librarian from the Marpole Branch 
will spend two hours a week in the Neighbourhood House computer 
lab, helping community members to improve their digital literacy skills 
and their ability to find information they need.” 

—Laura Safarian

“When I hung out at the Off the Grill program—a low-barrier 
barbecue program where youth help prepare and serve the food to 
the community and their peers—I met Lance from the Teen Centre. 
Because of his kind reception, I felt more welcome to drop by the Teen 
Centre. Slowly but surely I met other staff and built relationships with 
them, which have deepened and led to greatly increased collaboration 
and interaction with youth and site partners. One community partner 
invited me to the Youth Committee (who have asked to have a book 
club at the library); another invited me to the Latin American Youth 
Group to help cook and eat dinner — and talk about song lyrics as 
poetry—with the youth;  and two youth workers were able to move 
their after-school board games program into the library when the 
weather turned wet and cold.” 

—Ariel Caldwell ,  Teen Services

Community contacts can spark more ideas and connections. 
One thing often leads to another, and being visible in the 
community can lead to other connections and to different 
directions and opportunities. Creating and building these 
intersecting relationships puts the library in the forefront 
of people’s minds when they look for partners or support in 
meeting needs. 

How do I decide what opportunities to pursue? 
Work with your supervisor and your team to:
Reflect on whether the community connection ties 
into VPL’s vision, mission and strategic priorities, 
or represents an important local opportunity or 
connection. Do the partner organization’s values 
align with VPL’s values?

Look at community demographics and identify who 
we aren’t seeing in the library. You might decide to 
focus on seniors, or people who are homeless, or  
the GLBTQ community in your neighbourhood, or  
to connect with new immigrants or refugees.

Review what your department or branch, and other 
VPL departments, have done already in your area, 
or with a particular group. Would your presence 
confuse or duplicate VPL effort?

Research other resources and services that are 
available to the group. Is the group well-served by 
other organizations? Is there a way that VPL can 
make a unique contribution?

Assess the staff and resources you have available to 
support you, in the light of the factors above. If time 
is scarce, what are the most important connections 
to pursue? 

“A  wa l k-ar ou n d  c an  ra is e  y our  a ware ne s s 
o f  l e s s-f or m a l  c om munit y  hubs  as  we l l  as 
t re n ds  a n d  c u e s  t h at  y ou  m ight  n ot  n ot ic e 
f r om  wit h in  t h e  l i brar y .”
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How Do I  
Get My Foot  
In The Door?
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Wor k ing  wit h  Gate ke e per s
“I was given a chance to step in to a previously established relationship with an 
Aboriginal Elders group, and had attempted to connect with the group a few times with 
no response. The group has had a relationship with various VPL community librarians 
on and off over many years. I knew it was an important relationship for the library to 
maintain, so I didn’t give up when at first I didn’t hear back from the coordinator. I kept 
on reaching out in hopes of a response, aiming for persistence rather than nagging, 
by phoning and emailing with various suggestions of times I could visit, and updates I 
would be sharing. I had a chance to talk to the librarian who had been visiting previously 
and asked for some advice, and she shared what had worked for her. She had found that 
being really direct helped, and would just send a short email saying she was planning to 
drop by next week. When I tried her tactic, the coordinator emailed me back the next day!”

—Emily Sobool, Mount Pleasant 

Although your goal is to connect directly with community members, your initial 
approach often includes talking with service providers. As this example shows, 
you may need to try multiple approaches when connecting through a service 
provider. Some providers might not be comfortable with email, and may prefer 
to make plans on the phone, while others have unpredictable schedules and 
may be hard to reach by phone. Sometimes the best way to make contact is in 
person—either through a planned meeting, or just by dropping by an organization. 

Cold-calling an unknown person at an unfamiliar organization can be daunting.  
It can be helpful to check-in with other staff members who may already have 
connected with this group, and find out what their experience has been, whether 
there are protocols or pitfalls that you need to be aware of, and the names of any 
organizational staff or group members who have been particularly supportive. 

De a l i ng  wit h  Rej e c t i o n
“During the process of connecting with the community before the opening of the Terry 
Salman Branch, Julie Douglas and I discovered one organization that supported young, 
at-risk mothers. I was really excited to try to welcome them to the library, highlight the 
resources we offer, and see what their interests were. I asked if I could meet with them, 
but the instructor was not receptive. She stated that the women did not necessarily live 
in the neighbourhood, that they were probably ashamed of their lower literacy levels, 
and would probably not be comfortable interacting with more affluent parents.” 

—Natalie Porter

Sometimes, an organization may not welcome an approach from the library. 
They, or their clients, may have had negative experiences of libraries, or may not 
see us as relevant. They may have concerns and policies around client privacy. 
They may simply not have time to meet with you. In these cases, discuss 
possible alternative approaches (which may include not connecting with the 
group) with your supervisor and your team. 

 
 
 

“I kept on reaching out  
in hopes of a response,  
aiming for persistence  
rather than nagging.”
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In it ia l  C onne c t i o ns:  Obs er ve  a n d  L iste n
Early Years Librarians were invited by a Community Development Worker to establish a 
community program at a BC Housing complex where many families live. In the months prior 
to beginning a “program,”  Andrea and Joanne attended three community events and chatted 
with families living in the complex. They asked questions about what kind of programming 
residents might be interested in and when might be the best time to get together. Once the 
program dates were set and the community room was booked, the librarians walked around the 
complex and went door-to-door, personally inviting the families to participate in the program.

—Andrea Brown and Joanne Canow, Early Years Team

Start your work with a community group by focusing on building relationships. Go 
out to meet people where they are, and be curious about their experiences, needs 
and skills. Go in with the idea that the community is expert in its own needs, and that 
you’re there to learn and listen.  “Hi. I’m from the library and I want to find out about 
my community” may open more doors than you think. You don’t need to do a “hard 
sell” about the library. Promoting the library can be alienating for some people. 

You may want to offer, or be asked to deliver, a service (like bringing books to give 
away) or a program (like a storytime). This can be a great way of establishing 
the library’s commitment to the group, but it can also have the disadvantage of 
establishing you as the “expert” and the community members as “learners.” If you 
do present a program or service, build in time to connect with community members 
before and after a program, and work to incorporate more community involvement 
during subsequent programs or visits.

Food is important, and can be a fantastic icebreaker. Find out ahead of time whether 
you can visit a group around planned meal times or even bring food with you. Check 
with group leaders ahead of time around any preferences or restrictions around what 
food to bring. 

Vis it  When  Somet h ing’s  Go ing  On
“Having discovered the existence of a local recovery club through a patron enquiry, I visited and 
met the centre’s manager, and asked about the possibility of me visiting the club. The manager 
was not enthusiastic about the idea, saying things about clients dealing with addiction (and 
therefore not appropriate library users) and the drop in being 24 hours. I assured him that I was 
aware of the purpose of the centre and although still doubtful, he directed me to someone else. 
This conversation went much better and I found out that there was a hairdresser who came 
monthly and that this was a time that was often busy. Soon after my first visit, I started dropping 
by the centre at the same time as the hairdresser and have been going now for about 6 months.” 

—Sarah Green

Visiting a group or organization while another event is going on can give you a pretext 
for being there that enables you to observe and interact with community members 
in a natural way, without an agenda or a pre-defined notion of success. Your goal can 
simply be to get to know community members better. This approach works best with 
communities who don’t use the library, or who have had negative experiences with 
libraries and other institutions. 
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Bu ddy ing  Up
“I was recently invited to attend the monthly community dinner at the Wilson Heights United 
Church on 41st and Knight. The church offers a free meal to their neighbours, and old-timer 
volunteers serenade the guests as they find their seats with a few harmonized hymns before 
dishing out a hot meal.

I mentioned to Jinder Johal that I would be attending, as the church is mid-way between Terry 
Salman and the South Hill branch, and she expressed interest in joining me! Since it was my 
first visit [to this church] it was really nice having Jinder accompany me. As it turned out, she 
recognized several guests as library patrons.

The highlight was when Jinder chatted with one of her regular South Hill patrons, who was 
unable to pay her library fines. In this space where the guest was comfortable she had more 
confidence to have this conversation about fines, rather than within the library setting. It was 
really exciting that this lady now understood that Jinder was her ally and would help her in 
difficult times.” 

—Natalie Porter

Buddying-up is a good strategy if you are feeling unsure about approaching a new 
group. Many community groups you may want to connect with may also benefit from 
a relationship with other VPL staff. It may be appropriate to buddy-up with staff from 
another branch, a Children’s Librarian or another staff member.  

Re s pe c t  Pr ot oc o ls,  But  Don’t  Let  t h e m  Para lyze  Y ou
“When Programming and Learning planned an outreach event at the Chinatown Night Market, 
Diann Xu, being culturally aware of Chinese traditions and customs, let us know that the 
traditional VPL black and white tablecloths were not appropriate, as the colours have negative 
connotations within Chinese culture. She and I found colourful blue, red and yellow plastic 
tablecloths that matched the VPL logo. Our group also wore capes, in VPL colours, provided by 
Marya Gadison, from Marketing & Communications.”

—Patti Mills , Programming and Learning 

There may be particular protocols within a community about food, gifts, titles and 
names, or other issues. If you’re not sure of what you should be doing with regard to 
etiquette and protocol, ask or check in with someone—either ahead of time or while 
visiting the community group. If you do make a mistake, your apology and willingness to 
learn will often help a lot, and may even lead to a stronger relationship in the long run. 

It’s also impossible to be sure of knowing all possible protocols ahead of time, so be 
respectful, but don’t let fear of making a mistake stop you from connecting with a new 
group or organization. Sometimes you have to just show up, and figure things out as 
you go!
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How do  
I Build  
Community 
Relationships?
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Go  s l o w ly  a n d  e st ab l is h  t r ust
“For over a year now I have been attending the Renfrew-Collingwood Literacy Now 
Steering Committee Meetings at the Collingwood Neighborhood House. Every 
time, returning to the Branch after the meetings, I would feel about the same: a bit 
overwhelmed and useless! At every meeting I would hear about all those great projects 
and initiatives organised by those amazing people with very little money, but without 
knowing how the library could help.

At this past July’s meeting the committee approached me to see if it would be possible 
for the library to send somebody to The Collingwood Towers, a low income seniors’ 
residence, in order to give an information session about the library to a group of seniors 
who meet on a weekly basis to learn English and build friendship. I gladly accepted 
the invitation, but in the end they decided to come to the Branch instead, using the 
Renfrew-Collingwood Seniors’ Shuttle. Last week this project finally came to life! The 
group arrived here at 9:15am sharp! They were very enthusiastic and looked like a group 
of children on a school field trip! I really enjoyed doing this activity and showcasing our 
great library system to them! They all received a library card and took books out. We 
even had group photos taken! This was fun!

So keeping in touch with the Literacy Committee by attending the meetings finally paid 
off! It took us a while to find out the day, time and format for this visit to happen, but we 
did. I am now looking forward to the group’s next visit!”

—Vincent Vezina, Collingwood 

Your community work may result in a visible collaboration between the Library 
and another organization, as in the example above. But it’s just as likely that 
the only outcome you see may be a moment of connection between you and 
an individual community member that contributes to changing the way they 
see the library, or a comment you hear that helps you understand more about 
barriers faced by an individual or group.  Either way, it’s worth being patient  
and persistent.
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Foc us  o n  t h e  Re lat i o ns h ip
“When I started my first full time position in Online Information & News I was asked to take 
over the computer training for Salvation Army’s Belkin House. Belkin House provides transition 
housing to people who are dealing with issues of homelessness and sobriety. 

Staff at Belkin House first asked VPL to provide resume and job search training to residents, but 
during initial training sessions trainers observed that participants were unengaged, and were 
often observed mostly surfing the internet. They suspected that participants felt uncomfortable 
with the scripted nature of the class and few seemed interested in the subject matter. 

After conversations with my supervisor and the original trainers, we decided to try asking the 
residents directly what they wanted to learn in class. At the beginning of each session we asked 
the residents what they want to learn about and all of the topics/questions were written on the 
white board. Then we would go through the list one by one or break the group up into smaller 
groups depending on what people wanted to learn in that session. This allowed us to tailor the 
training to participants and make it relevant to them. Participants indicated they found the 
sessions useful and they appreciated the chance to ask technology questions that they had 
often had for a long time. The staff at Belkin House were happy that the participants were 
involved in the class and directing their own learning.” 

—Erin Rickbeil

Once initial contact has been made, the relationships you form will develop over time. 
It can be tempting to jump to solutions and “fix” things that you think are broken, or 
to offer a program because you think it will make things better for the community. It’s 
ultimately more productive, though, to keep in mind that the community is the expert 
in its own needs, and to find ways for community members to let you know what it is 
they genuinely want.

If you’re tempted to jump in with an answer like a reference librarian, it can help to 
remember that sometimes a question is being asked because the person is making 
conversation, or opening up, rather than wanting to find out the “right” answer. 

Even when you go to an organization with a program or project, try to focus on 
interactions rather than transactions, and make building the relationship the most 
important goal. The community will decide how (or if) they want to access the library 
or its programs, collections and resources.

“Bit  by  bit ,  w it h  t h e s e 
l it t le  pie c e s  o f  i nt era c t i o n, 
we  bu i ld  a  st r o nger 
f ou n dat i o n  t o  m a ke  
t h e  l i brar y  re levant  a n d 
a c c e s s ib le  f or  pe op le  wh o 
exper ie n c e  bar r ier s .”



connecting the dots... 21

Just  Hanging  Out 
“Part of my work involves building relationships with teens as well as service providers. The 
Off the Grill program is an evening barbecue in the courtyard area in front of the Britannia 
branch. The goal is to engage youth in healing community services while preparing and 
consuming healthy food — in other words, to provide food and community. As a librarian, 
I felt awkward and unsure of what to do with myself out there —I didn’t want to approach 
the groups of youth who were hanging out with their friends; I talked to various community 
members and to service providers. Just now, I went outside for the Britannia Open House. I 
saw some of the youth — and got a nod out of someone who’s never nodded at me before. I 
went around saying hi to site partners (the grownups) and asking the youth questions if they 
leave themselves open for it — e.g. they don’t turn their bodies away from me, or refuse to 
meet my eyes. Sometimes they only give you one chance — one girl met my eyes, and I didn’t 
have a comment ready, and she didn’t meet my eyes again. One young man chatted with me 
easily when I sat down next to him, two girls acknowledged me, and a young man waved at 
me while he smoked in the alley way. As my sweetheart said, “you’ve set the bar really low.” 
But bit by bit, with these little pieces of interaction, we build a stronger foundation to make the 
library relevant and accessible for people who experience barriers.”

—Ariel Caldwell ,  Teen Services

“Hanging out” involves regularly visiting a community space to meet and talk with 
people; community members can choose to participate or not participate in a 
conversation. This may seem like a simple thing to do, but it is a critical element of 
working with community, and is sometimes surprisingly difficult. It can be challenging 
for library staff to let go of the expectation to come with a product such as a specific 
program or new card registrations. But, as one librarian says, “Sometimes you just 
need to chill.” 

Hanging out gives you a chance to find out more about community members and 
maybe — eventually — about their perceptions of the library. The long-term goal is to 
allow these casual meetings to evolve into ongoing, respectful relationships. 

Even when you have experience working in the community, it can still be 
uncomfortable to be in a new situation where you don’t have a defined role and aren’t 
on the home turf of the library. Discomfort is absolutely not a sign that you’re “doing it 
wrong”—on the contrary, it’s a normal result of putting yourself outside your comfort 
zone, and a good indication that you’re probably on the right track towards breaking 
new ground in making connections with people you might not otherwise encounter. 

One tool for working with anxiety and discomfort can be to remind yourself of why 
you’re there, and—as in this example—the unanticipated ways in which your presence 
can have an effect.
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En d po i nt  m ay  n ot  be  t ra d it i o n a l  l i brar y  us e
“When I was making regular visits to lead a Mother-Goose style story time at an apartment 
building that provides housing for women who had left abusive relationships, I would bring felt 
board stories as part of the program. One mum was really keen on being able to make them herself. 
So I brought in some patterns and some felt, and she and some other parents would make felt 
stories.

This mum had a hard time going to the library in person with her children, but she loved sharing 
those stories with her kids at home. She even invited me to her apartment so I could see how she 
used sofa cushions as a felt board.”

—Nona Avren, Early Years Team

It’s helpful to build relationships with the goal of learning about what community 
members want and need, rather than that of promoting library programs and services. 
The community members you work with may not ever attend library programs, borrow 
circulating materials, or visit a library branch. Instead, as in this example, the result of your 
work may be that members of the community may gain some of the benefits associated 
with library use—such as early literacy, or computer skills—in a non-traditional setting.
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Mist a ke s  are  Par t  o f  t h e  Pr oc e s s
“I’d recently attended training in the Moe the Mouse program, which uses Aboriginal stories 
and toys to support language development. It seemed like a perfect fit for the child care centre 
I was visiting, where I had a pretty good relationship going with the staff and families, though 
there was never as much parent participation during storytimes as I would’ve liked. I reviewed 
my training notes, consulted with another Early Years librarian who’d successfully adapted the 
program for library use, carefully planned out my Moe the Mouse storytime, and showed up at 
the centre full of enthusiasm and high hopes.

Well, it was the worst storytime I’ve ever done. The room quickly devolved into chaos, with kids 
jumping up, shoving, interrupting, and fighting over the stuffed animals while I vainly attempted 
to stick to my plan. I ended storytime early and just read stories to individual kids until dinner.”

—Els Kushner, Early Years Team

Sometimes you do everything right, and things still don’t work out as you’d hoped.  A 
mistake can be a springboard to a new direction in your work with a community. It’s also 
fine if what you learn from a mistake, as in this example, is not to make that particular 
mistake again.

Community work is not a smooth procedure with a predetermined outcome; it’s okay 
to make mistakes and change direction.  It can help to go into new situations with an 
attitude of “I’ll just see how this goes,” rather than “I’ll follow these steps and everything 
will work perfectly.” An open and curious mind, and the willingness to be flexible and 
experiment, can take you a long way.

“We l l ,  it  was  t h e  w or st 
st or yt ime  I’ve  ever  d o n e .  T h e 
r o om  qu ic k ly  dev o lve d  i nt o 
c h a o s,  wit h  k ids  j u mping  up, 
s h ov i ng,  i nt er r upt ing,  a n d 
f ight ing  over  t h e  st uf fe d 
a n im a ls  wh i l e  I  va i n ly 
at te mpte d  t o  st ic k  t o  my 
p la n .  I  e n de d  st or yt ime  e ar ly 
a n d  j ust  re a d  st or ie s  t o 
i n d iv idu a l  k ids  u nt i l  d i n n er.”
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How Do We  
Make Time  
for This Work?
It can be difficult to carve out time from the pressing demands of in-
library services to spend on community work where there may be no 
immediate, quantifiable result. The effects might feel abstract compared 
to the rewards of helping a line of patrons with circulation or reference 
questions, or leading a busy branch storytime. It’s tempting—and 
normal—to wonder whether it’s really worth the time.

But community work is a process, not a quick fix; it takes time to build 
relationships and establish trust. And once that trust is established, you 
stand a good chance of connecting with people who might have had no 
access at all to the library or its resources if you hadn’t persisted. 
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F lexibi l it y  is  Impor t ant
“When I started to visit the Broadway Youth Resource Centre, I scheduled my visits for shortly after 
school finished. Often, the youth wouldn’t show up until later in the afternoon, which meant that 
there was still lots of demand for my time when my VPL shift was over at 5pm. My Manager worked 
with other branch information staff to juggle our in-branch commitments so that I could change my 
shift on the days that I went to BYRC to start and finish later, which meant that I could engage more 
meaningfully with the youth I met.” 

—Sarah Green, Mount Pleasant

Community needs don’t always line up conveniently with information scheduling and other 
library organizational conventions. The people or groups you want to connect with may only 
be available at a time when you normally have commitments in your branch or unit, or even 
when the library is closed. Community organizations might change their schedules or meeting 
times at the last minute. 

An organizational culture of responsiveness and flexibility can go a long way towards 
accommodating community work, and can enable the library to forge and sustain relationships 
with both traditional and non-traditional library users. It’s worth asking yourself—and your 
supervisor—whether your schedule can be altered if your community work seems to demand it.

In c l u de  Time  f or  P la nn ing  a n d  Fo l l o w-Up
“At a local child care centre community dinner, I met a new family with a 15-year-old sibling as well as a 
preschooler. They’d been homeless for a time and the mom asked about replacement cards and clearing 
fines. Then the teen asked if I knew of any photography programs she could join; she said programs 
during school hours were fine, as she wasn’t in school right then.

Tracking down a suitable program involved searching the Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House 
website, emailing staff there about a program that turned out to be ending, talking with staff at CHL 
to get ideas, and finally phoning the Purple Thistle Arts Centre and emailing the teen with information 
about their programs.  I felt like this was a kid who really needed follow-up and connection, especially 
since she wasn't at school, so the reference workout was worth it.” 

—Els Kushner, Early Years Team

After a visit, you may need to follow up on questions, issue library cards, arrange for fine 
waivers, or locate materials for community members. This can take much more time than 
the original visit or program, but it is critical for developing trust and building a relationship 
between the community member and the library—with you as its representative. 

It is helpful to take notes at the end of a visit or interaction. Not only is this a chance to keep 
track of follow-up items, ideas for things to try next time, and other practical information, 
but the act of writing facilitates reflection, and can lead to insights into how a relationship is 
progressing and whether changes need to be made.

Talk to your supervisor about how much time you can devote to community work, about ways 
to make sure you set aside this time, and about shifting other priorities to make it happen. 
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Cre at ive  Us e  o f  Re s ourc e s
“Students from a local autism school regularly visit the Hastings Branch. One of the students 
becomes over-stimulated when the library is open and filled with people. Staff have arranged to 
open the Branch early once a week so that the student is able to use the library at a time when it 
is less overwhelming for him.” 

—Pauline Preston

Sometimes meeting the needs of community members can take some creativity, but not 
a lot of extra time. In this case, staff were already in the branch at Hastings during this 
pre-opening time, so there was no need for extra staff to accommodate this patron. Staff 
found a way to balance community needs with available library resources. 

Ad j ust ing  Pr ogra ms  an d  Set t ing  L im it s
“In 2012, Mount Pleasant staff began a program aimed at patrons waiting in the weekly Food 
Bank lineup. They partnered with the Community Centre to serve coffee, and two staff gave away 
books and signed people up for library cards. While the program was well-received, it took staff 
a significant amount of time to set up a table, staff it with two people for a couple of hours, and 
then pack everything up. The workload was becoming difficult to sustain. In 2013, staff decided to 
change the format of the program by having only one information staff person walk up and down 
the Food Bank lineup with a book truck of donated materials. This has resulted in one staff person 
working for much less time, and a less intimidating way of connecting with patrons.”

—Emily Sobool

Sometimes, through debriefing and reflection, you may realize you need to scale back 
or change your approach to an existing community relationship. Changes can help you 
to balance your work responsibilities if you feel too overwhelmed. Making changes may 
also benefit the relationship and make the time you spend more effective. 

Once you have made a strong connection, community members might have lots of ideas 
for more programs or visits. Work with your supervisor to assess what you can do, what 
you need help with, and what you have to say “no” to. There may be ways to support the 
community by working together with community members to build capacity within their 
organization, or by referring them to another organization that can help them achieve 
their goals.

“My Man ager  w or k e d 
wit h  ot h er  bra n c h 
i nf or m at i o n  st af f  t o 
j ugg le  o ur  i n-bran c h 
c om mit ment s  s o  t h at  I 
c ou ld  c h ange  my  s h if t 
o n  t h e  days  t h at  I  we nt 
t o  BY RC,  wh ic h  me ant 
t h at  I  c ou ld  e ng age 
m ore  me an ingf u l l y  wit h 
t h e  y out h  I  m et .”
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How Do I 
Contribute? 
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Ever y one  Has  a  Ro le
“I went with Community Librarian Renée Chalut to a Marpole Homelessness Connect event 
at the Marpole Place Neighbourhood House. We set up free books, brochures, and library 
card application forms next to the free toiletry kits that were being offered. During the dinner I 
approached attendees and asked them if they were interested in getting a library card. Doing 
registrations at an event like this is definitely more chaotic than doing it in-branch. I also felt 
a bit awkward approaching people in this way, like a door-to-door salesman. Overall, the 
experience was a good one for me as an LA2. Getting to know my branch’s neighbourhood a 
bit better was valuable and seeing people’s excitement about borrowing books or using the 
computers was heart-warming.” 

—Sadie Tucker

While every VPL staff member has important contributions to make, library assistants 
and shelvers play a unique role in interactions between the library and community 
members. You are a key contributor to providing a welcoming environment to patrons 
who visit or phone the branch—or, as in the example above, a representative of 
the library outside the branch. Through your interactions with patrons, you may 
learn important background about their circumstances and library needs. Your 
contributions to team meetings and suggestions to other staff, as well as the strong 
relationships you build with patrons, have a direct impact on the community.

“A  par t-t ime  s h e lver  at 
t h e  Hast ings  Bran c h  f ou n d 
t h at  pat r o ns  o f t e n  t a l k e d 
t o  h er  a bout  t h e ir  re a d ing 
prefere n c e s  wh i l e  s h e  was 
s h e lv i ng.”
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Te a m wor k  is  C r u c ia l 
“Teen Services librarians invited a member of the Selections Team along on a teen-led book 
buy to meet the teens and learn about their book preferences. She was surprised and impressed 
by the breadth and depth of the teens’ book choices, and was able to use her knowledge to 
inform her future selections work.”

—Anna Swanson

It might take extra time and effort to coordinate with staff members within or outside 
of your usual unit, but the results of teamwork can be extraordinary. Working across 
the divisions within our organization, and overcoming internal hurdles such as 
reluctance to “bother” someone in another department, helps break down barriers for 
patrons as well.

Librar y  As s ist ant s  &  She lver s 
“Staff at Kensington had an elderly patron who was hesitant to get a library card because he 
was concerned he might lose the card or the material he checked out on it. The Branch staff 
wanted to find a solution so that he could have a library card and borrow books. They decided 
that his card would be kept at the branch, so that he does not need to worry about losing it. 
They also keep books he checks out and requests at the branch so he can read them when he is 
in the library.” 

—Yukiko Tosa

Different staff members play complementary roles in the workings of the library. You 
and your immediate team are each other’s eyes and ears. When you share stories and 
issues, you can often come up with better solutions than one person proceeding alone. 
In this case, Kensington staff worked together to empower this patron to use the 
library in a way that works for him. 

Auxi l i a r y  a n d  Par t-Time  St af f
“A part-time shelver at the Hastings Branch found that patrons often talked to her about their 
reading preferences while she was shelving. She discovered that many of the Italian women 
patrons loved checking out romances, and were disappointed at the selection in the branch. 
One patron suggested that the collection at the nearby Italian Cultural Centre was much 
better. She was able to share this information with the Branch Head, who visited the Cultural 
Centre to learn about the services offered and discover their sources for buying materials.”

—Chantelle Fontana

Part-time and auxiliary staff often work during evenings and weekends, and may 
notice different trends than regular full-time staff. Staff members who work at 
multiple locations can also serve as “vectors,” sharing ideas that have been put into 
practice at other branches or departments.  When you are able to communicate your 
observations to regular staff—at staff meetings, during individual conversations, or by 
e-mail—you may provide a critical perspective on a patron or situation.
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Super v is or s
“When doing Salvation Army/Belkin House training sessions Online Information & News worked 
closely with Circulation. Often participants had existing library cards they were unable to use due 
to fines, fees or lost cards. These fines often occurred during times of crisis and homelessness.  
Many told me that they felt badly for losing our materials but they were too embarrassed to 
come back to the library and explain the situation. Our solution was to inform the Circulation 
Supervisors when the training sessions were. They would then communicate this to the staff 
working that day to expect participants from Belkin House. 

During the training session we would mention that either during the break or after the class 
participants could go to Circulation, explain they were here with the Belkin House training class 
and have their fines cleared. 

By having the circulation department know to expect the Belkin House participants, we were 
able to avoid forcing the participants into having the awkward and sometimes embarrassing 
conversations with Circulation staff that had prevented them from coming back to the library in 
the first place.”

—Erin Rickbeil

For  Super v is or s
Branch heads, unit heads, circulation supervisors, managers, and other supervisors have a special 
opportunity and responsibility to facilitate community work. You set the tone and direction for your 
unit, as well as providing access to resources that make it possible for staff to work with commu-
nity. Some concrete ways in which you can enable staff to do this important work are:

• Ensure that time is scheduled for staff to do community work. This may require a creative 
and flexible approach to scheduling (see “How Do We Make Time for This Work?” section).

• When scheduling community work, build in time for reflection and follow-up, as well as 
transportation, setup, and materials-gathering.

• Encourage and remind staff to keep track of expenses incurred and to submit expense  
reports for reimbursement; this helps staff value community work as “real” work and helps 
avoid burnout.

• Make sure that staff have a chance to take breaks; staff may be attending a lunch or dinner 
at a community event, but the time they spend there interacting with community members 
is work time.

• Provide access to other staff who have worked with community, so that staff members can 
discuss challenges and opportunities, debrief, and simply bounce ideas around.

• Provide time during meetings and informal conversations for staff to exchange stories 
and ideas. Library assistants, shelvers, auxiliaries, part-time staff, and new staff may bring 
especially valuable perspectives to the discussion.

• Be open to working with other departments doing community work; as in the Belkin House 
example above, your unit may be able to coordinate with other staff to help community 
members have a smooth and positive library experience.

• Conversely, if you are supervising staff whose community work may affect another branch 
or unit, it’s important to help staff working with community see the “bigger picture” and 
communicate with others who can help or who might need information about their program 
or project.
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What Skills  
do I Need?
Some  o f  t h e  s k i l l s  t h at  l i brar y  st af f  w or k i ng  i n  c om munit y  
h ave  ide nt if ie d  i n c l u de:

• Active listening

• Flexibility

• Open-mindedness 

• Empathy

• Knowledge of and respect for diverse backgrounds, opinions, and beliefs

• Knowledge of VPL resources, people, connections, and community resources

• Ability to communicate in clear and accessible language, avoiding jargon

• Clarity about limits and expectations, without appearing rigid

• Social awareness/intelligence

• Self-knowledge and self-awareness

• Facilitation

• Time management

• Project management and organizational skills

• Comfort with ambiguity

• Willingness to experiment, to try new things, and learn from failure

• Self-care
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Us e  Y our  St re ngt hs
“When I started visiting a particular child care centre, I was filling in for a 
librarian who had been working with that program, and with other organizations 
serving many of the same families, for years. I found it awkward to sit and chat 
with the families at the community dinner as she’d done, and I knew I couldn’t 
duplicate the depth of the relationships she’d built up in the community. So I 
really worked my storytime skills, and always brought my ukulele, and those 
things helped me connect with the children at the centre, and through them, with 
their families.”

—Els Kushner, Early Years Team

Everyone brings a different approach, and a different skill set, to their 
work; what is intuitive for some people may be difficult for others. A 
thoughtful inventory of your strengths can help you to focus on what you 
can do, rather than trying to live up to an imaginary ideal or comparing 
yourself to colleagues who approach community work differently.

Pra c t ic e  a n d  Tra in i ng
“When visiting a local family place to do my first Family Storytime there (during 
a family drop-in time), I was taken aback by the  high noise level, the fact that 
many of the children were extremely rambunctious, and the fact that people 
were drifting in and out of the circle, with caregivers sometimes leaving their 
children behind.  When none of my usual circle-time tricks worked to improve  
the situation, I realized I had to adopt different delivery methods, including 
standing up to deliver the program!   However, on my second visit I noticed that 
things went a little more smoothly, in part because I delivered a simpler, more 
lively program, but also because I had talked to many of the caregivers and 
children on my first visit, and that small amount of early relationship-building 
really seemed to help.”

 —Bronwen Walls

No one is expected to know how to do everything at the outset—it takes 
time to become comfortable with community-led practice, and to find the 
methods that work best for you. You likely have many of the skills that 
you need to do community work. Sometimes formal training or shadowing 
can bolster your abilities and confidence, but often what’s most helpful is 
practice, and sharing ideas and experiences with colleagues.

Boun dar y-Set t ing
“I had a patron who invited me to a soup kitchen that is not in my area of the 
city, and his insistence soon implied to me that he wanted my company, not the 
benefits of my role as a librarian.  It’s difficult because I didn’t want to suggest 
that hanging out a soup kitchen is “beneath me,” so initially I took note of 
the info as a librarian and pretended to be naïve of his suggestion.  But after 
repeated invites I’ve had to be blunt and explain that I am in attendance in  
these venues as a professional and am not interested in socializing.  No need  
to explain further.”

—Natalie Porter, Mount Pleasant

“On  my  s e c o n d  v is it  I  n ot ic e d 
t h at  t h ings  went  a  l it t le 
m ore  s m o ot h ly ,  i n  par t 
be c aus e  I  de l ivere d  a  s imp ler, 
m ore  l ive ly  pr ogra m,  but  a ls o 
be c aus e  I  h a d  t a l k e d  t o 
m any  o f  t h e  c aregiver s  a n d 
c h i ldre n  o n  my  f ir st  v is it ,  a n d 
t h at  s m a l l  a m ount  o f  e ar ly 
re lat i o ns h ip-bu i ld i ng  re a l l y 
s e e me d  t o  h e l p.”
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“At a parent-child program I was visiting as part of the Early Years 
team, one of the parents was selling jewelry; I liked the pieces, so after 
the formal program was finished, I bought some. Afterwards I felt 
weird about doing that, since I was there in a professional capacity. 
I talked with the community partners, and they said it was fine, and 
that they’d also bought jewelry from her. But I still worried that by 
acting as a customer in the program space, I might have made this 
parent feel obligated to me in a way that she wouldn’t have otherwise. 
In retrospect, I wouldn’t have done it; I would have asked her if there 
was a craft fair where she was selling her jewelry, and bought from her 
there instead.”

—Kelly Clark

It can be tricky to balance your role as a warm and human 
representative of the Library with the reality that you are 
working in a professional capacity and not as a personal friend 
of the community members you meet. While organizational 
policies lay down firm guidelines in some areas, such as 
accepting gifts and offering rides, in many cases setting 
boundaries for your interactions with community members is a 
matter of personal and professional judgement.

If you’re unsure about setting boundaries, talking with a 
supervisor or with a peer who’s experienced with community 
work can help you clarify what’s appropriate in a professional 
sense as well as what feels right for you individually. 

Se lf-C are
“When the sights, sounds, and smells of poverty and social exclusion 
became overwhelming for me, I found talking with people who had 
done similar community work to be the best therapy. They understood 
what I was experiencing without a lot of explanations and without 
needing me to recount details. When it was just about me coping with 
what I was witnessing in the community, I needed to talk with others 
who had witnessed similar things.” 

–Annette DeFaveri

Working in the community, in particular with vulnerable 
populations, can be immensely rewarding, but can also be 
draining. You may hear stories that are upsetting, or frustrating, 
and you may feel overwhelmed by situations that you can’t 
immediately change. 

Self-reflection and debriefing after a visit or interaction can help 
you to recognize when you feel stressed or overwhelmed. It can 
help to talk with a colleague or supervisor, or just to take a short 
break with something that makes you happy and recharges 
your emotional batteries. The Employee and Family Assistance 
Program is another resource for supporting emotional health.
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How Do I Evaluate 
My Work?  
Evaluation can be formal — as in a monthly report or statistical total, 
measured against a pre-determined goal — or informal, such as your 
own sense about whether a program or service is going well, supported 
by observations and experiences. While there are times when you’re 
called upon to participate in formal evaluation of your community work, 
informal evaluation is a continuous process, and is critical to community 
work; it is your own continuous evaluations of your work that will often 
determine how you proceed, whether you change your delivery methods, 
and whether or not you continue a program or service.

Eva lu at i o n  To o ls  i n c l u de :
• Self-reflection

• Notes and anecdotes

• Debriefings and conversations with VPL peers  
and supervisors

• Discussions with program partners

• Feedback from community members

• Surveys and evaluation forms

• Statistics

• Observations
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C o l l a borat ive  Eva lu at i o n
“I knew there was a large community of immigrants from Korea in the Champlain Heights 
area, and that many of the families were pushing their kids to speak English. I wanted to 
let them know about research showing it was good for children’s language development for 
parents to use their first language. 

I talked with a Korean settlement worker, who told me that this community tended to keep 
to themselves and didn’t attend many community centres or other organizations. Then I 
learned about a new Korean church in the area. I met with the pastor, and we discussed what 
the Library could offer. The Library’s priority was supporting language development, while 
the church was concerned with growing its membership. But we both wanted to serve the 
community, and so we were able to work together on that basis.

For several months I led a weekly storytime, focusing on Korean songs, and brought picture 
books in Korean to the group. Word spread, and more people began to come. The pastor came 
to several of the storytimes, and also got positive feedback from the participants. Eventually, I 
offered two parent talks on early literacy. The church was very supportive, and even provided a 
translator for the parent talks.” 

—Gladys Chen, Early Years Team

Many of the methods we use to evaluate regular programs and services can be used 
and adapted for community-based work. For example, outcome-based evaluation, in 
which the success of programs is measured by the extent to which specific results 
have been achieved, is a valuable tool for assessing programs—including community-
based programs— that aren’t easily evaluated through statistics. 

In community work, however, the Library isn’t the only party to the evaluation process; 
community members and partner organizations need to be involved, formally or 
informally, in the process. 

In some cases, partner organizations will have different priorities from VPL. When 
evaluating collaboratively with another organization, it’s best to focus on common 
ground, while being clear with yourself and with the partner organization about VPL’s 
goals, and where they do or don’t overlap with the mission and objectives of the 
community group you’re working with. 

Individuals in the community also have their own goals that may be distinct from the 
Library’s; as with partner organizations, the important thing is to focus on common 
ground, honouring community members’  priorities as valid while keeping in mind 
your objectives as a representative of the Library.

“ T h e  L ibrar y’s  pr i or it y 
was  s uppor t ing  l a ngu age 
deve l o pment,  wh i l e  t h e  c hurc h 
was  c o n c er n e d  wit h  gr owing 
it s  me mber s h ip.  But  we 
b ot h  wante d  t o  s er ve  t h e 
c om munit y,  a n d  s o  we  were 
a b le  t o  w or k  t oget her  o n  
t h at  bas is .”
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St at ist ic s  a n d  Ot her  Fa c t or s
“A couple of years ago, when I started visiting a Food for Families program on Thursday mornings, 
it was hopping. There were lots of kids there, and they and their parents eagerly participated in 
storytime. When I stayed through the food bank line-up time, I always got questions about fines, 
cards, and library programs. 

After a period during which other librarians were visiting this program, I returned, and noticed 
several changes: there were fewer young children there, those who did attend didn’t seem very 
interested in storytime, and hardly any parents came over to participate. The families all seemed 
to have library cards already, and hardly anyone asked me about fines or other issues. At the same 
time, the food bank had launched a Tuesday evening program; when I visited at that time, there  
were lots of kids there with their parents, and several people had questions for me.

I talked with my Branch Head, the Early Years coordinator, and the program partner,  and we 
agreed that it didn’t make sense for me to continue to visit the Thursday morning program every 
week; I’m cutting down my visits to once a month, and am working with another librarian in my 
neighbourhood to coordinate twice-monthly visits to the Tuesday evening program.”

—Els Kushner, Renfrew

As with everything we do in the library, it’s important to evaluate whether we’re meeting 
our goals. In library work, we’re used to evaluation based on statistics: success is indicated 
by a high number of program attendees, items circulated, or library cards issued. 

When doing community work, statistics are often secondary to other measures of impact. 
As has been discussed earlier in this guidebook, a community program can have low 
attendance and might never result in participants signing up for library cards, but can still 
be a huge success by other measures.

With this in mind, statistics are still a factor—though by no means the only or even the 
most important factor—when evaluating community-based work. Absolute participation 
numbers, or a change in number of program participants or in the kind of interactions you 
experience, can be an indicator that you might need to re-evaluate the frequency or nature 
of your community visits. 

On the one hand, your time is valuable to the Library; if you’re attending a program week 
after week and almost no one is showing up, you might have a greater impact by focusing 
on another program or service, or by working with your community partners or supervisor 
to find another way to build a relationship with the group with whom you want to connect.

However, the harder to reach and more vulnerable a community group is, the more it’s 
worth sticking through a period of low participation. Community work is based on the 
power of individual relationships and connections—an interaction you have with one  
person can have a long-term cascading effect on that person’s friends and family. 

One outcome of the evaluation process is that you may determine that it’s time to end a 
program or relationship. Your community partner may agree with this assessment, or may 
have a different take on the situation. When ending a program or relationship, consult with 
your supervisor or team about what alternatives to offer to the community group and how 
to maintain a connection to the Library.
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notes doodles sketches stories



This guide isn’t designed to stand on its own as definitive or 
prescriptive “how-to;” it’s part of an evolving set of resources that 
can support you as you embark on or expand your commitment to 
community work. Other resources include training sessions, VPL 
policies and other documents, and the more in-depth Community-Led 
Libraries Toolkit.

The most valuable resources you have to draw on, though, are 
your colleagues, along with your own experience, common sense, 
and empathy. Again and again, in discussions among VPL staff 
experienced in community work, the value of conferring with co-
workers has emerged. When you need encouragement to get started, 
you’re not sure what to do next, a program isn’t going as you expected, 
or even when something fantastic happened, your co-workers can 
encourage, advise, empathize, and celebrate with you. The staff who 
provided stories for this guide are a great place to start. You can also 
search The Hub to find staff with skills in community-led work.

Re s ourc e s
VPL’s community-led work is guided by a few key documents:

• The Community Engagement Framework provides an 
organizational context for community engagement work at VPL

• The Community Engagement Values Statement outlines 
VPL’s philosophy and the role that staff play in guiding that 
philosophy

• A Toolkit for Outcome-Based Evaluations of Library Services 
provides guidance for evaluating services using outcome-based 
methods; contact Policy & Planning for help with evaluation

The Community-Led Libraries page on The Hub contains links to  
many documents, and includes a blog where staff can share examples 
and ask questions. Check back here often for new content.

The Community-Led Libraries Toolkit arose out of the national 
Working Together project, which jumpstarted community-led work 
in public libraries in Canada. It remains the definitive source for the 
theory and practice of community-led work.

Ac kn ow le dgment s
Words by Els Kushner; designed by Erin Watkins

Assisted and guided by the Community Engagement Training Working 
Group: Andrea Brown, Beth Davies, Peter DeGroot, Erin Rickbeil, Laura 
Safarian, under the direction of Diana Guinn

With many thanks to all the staff who contributed stories and advice.

March 2014
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