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COMMUNICATION ANALYSIS OF LiRN

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This communications audit is intended to support LiRN by examining the impact of its communication efforts
and identify opportunities to improve effectiveness in support of its strategic priorities.

This project involved a review of LiIRN’s written communication materials (news, announcements, website
postings), as well as stakeholder consultations regarding LiRN’s stakeholder relations efforts.

This preliminary report identifies opportunities for strategic communication improvements, including
development of:

e A communication policy for LiRN to guide its messaging in support of strategic plans and priorities;
e Astakeholder relations plan for LiRN staff and board members; and
e Anemail policy and email management processes.

These recommendations will strengthen the ability of LiRN to support its stakeholders, including the law
associations, library staff, and courthouse library users across Ontario. This report will be revised and
finalized based on additional data and feedback from LiRN.

Introduction

This project was initiated to analyze LiRN’s communication efforts to date and find opportunities to
strengthen its ability to support Ontario’s courthouse library network. A communication audit is the process
of reviewing an organization’s communications, how messages are sent and received, the existing processes
for sending out messages, feedback from your audience on your communication.

Methodology

This communication audit was designed to assess the effectiveness, efficiency, and consistency of LiRN's
communication efforts and identify opportunities for improvement. The first step included a review of existing
materials, examining all documents posted to LiRN’s website as well as other written materials supplied by
LiRN, to identify strengths and weaknesses. The analysis also helped to develop the stakeholder interview
guide.

The second step was a series of interviews conducted with a cross section of stakeholders representing the
Law Society of Ontario (LSO); the Federation of Ontario Law Associations (FOLA); the Toronto Lawyers
Association; various regional, area and local law associations; the LiRN Board of Directors, and library staff
members. Again, the purpose is to identify communication strengths and weaknesses from the perspective
of LiRN’s stakeholders. The interview guide was supplied to stakeholders in advance of the interviews.

About his report

This report includes many direct quotes from stakeholder interviews to help illustrate audit findings.
Attribution of the quotes is excluded to ensure that identities remain anonymous. Some quotes have been
edited without altering the intended message to ensure they cannot be attributed.

Once this report is reviewed and finalized based on feedback from LiRN, the recommendations --
stakeholder consultation program, communication policy and strategy, and an email policy — will be
developed.
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ANALYSIS OF WRITTEN MATERIAL

Website

Most of LiRN’s written communications are posted to its website at lirn.ca. New postings to the website are
communicated via email to all stakeholders. This website serves as the primary source for:

e Contactinformation of all courthouse libraries and other stakeholders;

e News and announcements;

e Resources for library staff members, including budget planning, reporting guides, benefits
information, forms, etc.

e Resources for LiRN’s Board of Directors, policies, reports, forms and templates, presentations;

e Literature (annual reports, training, etc.);

e Overviews of and links to resources for library users; and

e Awiki (repository of articles) on a wide variety of library subjects, issues and ideas.

The website serves as a catchall, where all communications are filed and easily accessed. It is a repository of
helpfulinformation and resources, and is widely used by library staff members. That said, the site is a passive
medium. It is structured to appeal to a wide range of audiences, but it does not strategically target specific
audiences with specific messages.

The website is organized with simple navigation, and a secure area for association and library staff members.
The most recent news updates are listed on the home page of the site for easy access. Navigation is also
simple with drop-down menus providing direct links.

Within the website are a multitude of reference documents which can be downloaded. This includes a broad
range of policy documents covering employment, grant administration, financial reporting, core library
services and management responsibilities, to name a few; annual reports; articles on a variety of subjects
posted as a wiki; board and staff member profiles; strategic plan; presentations; links to online research
resources and more. Website traffic data was not examined.

While the site serves a core communication function, it lacks stated goals and objectives that could be used
to gauge its effectiveness. Development of a communication policy should include some guidance on the
website, including goals and objectives, as well as guidance on the style and tone of the site. The site could
also benefit by using more graphics, images and text treatments to help guide site users.

Email

Email communications were discussed extensively in the stakeholder interviews. It is clear that most of the
day-to-day communications with stakeholders is conducted via email, and new documents posted to the
website are introduced via email. Given the high email volumes sent and received by LiRN and its
stakeholders, the inherent “noise” and clutter makes this an ineffective way to communicate.

Alternative chat/messaging applications like MS Teams (or others) for informal communications could help
reduce email traffic. Formatting content in an email template and summarizing key messages, required
actions and deadlines at the top of emails could also help to make LiRN’s communications easier to access
and reduce the likelihood of not getting read. We recommend establishing a LIRN email policy, as discussed
later in this report
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ANALYSIS OF STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATIONS
Key learnings

e A minority of stakeholders said that LiRN is communicating well and is effectively supporting library staff
and library users. A majority of stakeholders see LiRN’s communication efforts as needing improvement.

e A majority of stakeholders said that LiRN’s success going forward will depend on communicating directly
and building closer relationships with the presidents, executive directors and boards of each law
association.

e As library staff employers, the law associations have a high sensitivity to LIRN communicating directly
with library staff on employment-related issues. The effect of some past communications has been to
undermine trust in LiRN.

e LiRN’s strategic priorities are weakly understood by nearly all stakeholders, and they have little sense of
progress toward these priorities.

e Stakeholders see LiRN’s board as having a low profile and its activities are inadequately understood.

e Emailcommunications are seen as a key weakness for LiRN. A majority of stakeholders expressed
concerns that LiRN’s email processes are poorly defined, and that responses to email queries are often
delayed or nonexistent.

e Several stakeholders noted that LiRN is thinly staffed and will need to be more focused in its activities.
Key recommendations

1. Initiate a stakeholder relations program with a goal of meeting face-to-face with all law association
presidents and executive directors within one year. The goal is to build trust and improve relations by

building greater awareness of stakeholder needs and priorities, particularly around budgets/grants and
employment policies.

2. Develop a communication policy and strategy to establish clear goals and objectives, messaging
priorities, target audiences and preferred communication channels. The strategy should reinforce LiRN’s
strategic priorities at every opportunity and demonstrate progress against these priorities.

3. Develop an email communication policy with the intention of improving the accuracy of email
distribution lists and who gets what, simplifying structure and messaging to improve readability, reducing
email volumes whenever possible, and adopting standards and protocols to ensure LiRN’s email
responses are timely.
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GENERAL COMMUNICATION ASSESSMENT

Communication strengths

The annual conference and other training and development opportunities are highly valued by nearly all
stakeholders. These are seen as positive events where library staff and other stakeholders can get together,
network and discuss operational changes, strategic initiatives, etc.

“The annual conference is a great opportunity to outline what’s coming up. The more difficult
challenge is to help individuals adapt to change. Can’t always impact, but can provide advice.

“The annual conference is a success. It helps to create a momentary focus on how the money is
spent and the value that LiRN and the libraries provide to the profession as a whole.”

“Recent leadership course was first time many felt they were being listened to and that their opinions
matter.”

The LiRN website is generally well regarded by stakeholders. It serves as a central reference point for contact
information, policy documents, general reference on grant and report requirements and as a reference point
for more detail and context in messaging.

“The wiki is a great tool. It provides links to programs and seminars. Very accessible.”

“The emails we receive are generally good, especially when they include links to more detailed
information on the website.”

Live and online presentations on the website are also highly valued and engaging.

“Zoom updates are done quarterly. | love these because they convey what is happening. These are
also recorded which is great for those who can’t make the live meeting.”

A minority of stakeholders we interviewed said LiRN is meeting the basic communication needs of the library
network. Those stakeholders satisfied with LIRN’s communication efforts generally provided positive
responses to all questions about LiRN.

“The caliber of what they are communicating is good. | think they’ve found their groove. They are
providing warning of what is coming, taking a consultative approach, and delivering communications
that are easy to understand.”

Communication weaknesses

LiRN’s strategic priorities are a missed opportunity. A majority of stakeholders said they have little or no
knowledge of LiRN’s strategic priorities.

“l have no knowledge of LiRN’s strategic priorities. | would say that transparency is lacking — we are
told what they want us to know.”

“Strategic priorities —there is a gap. We don’t know a lot about LiRN’s strategic priorities. We do know
that they are trying to get us better resources. Other than that, what is the end goal?”

“The boards are generally confused over what LiRN is, and its strategic priorities.”

“LiRN hasn’t tied in it strategies. It needs to communicate the long term strategies to all stakeholders.
LiRN’s vision is just not communicated.”

Focusing more effort on communicating LiRN’s strategic plans should be a priority. While there is some
reporting of progress on initiatives in the “Annual Impact Report,” stronger recognition of and engagement in
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these strategic efforts could be achieved. We suggest using a “report card” approach to highlight how
initiatives fit into the larger strategy and to illustrate progress. We also recommend publishing a regular
newsletter to communicate news, in particular build awareness of LiRN’s strategic goals and related
initiatives.

Multiple cultures/audiences

A key learning of the communication audit is that LiRN is challenged with meeting the needs of multiple
audiences among the stakeholders of the Ontario courthouse library network.

“Libraries are diverse — there is a variety of sizes and sophistication among the individual libraries. It is
not a cohesive audience. There may be a need to vary the messaging and delivery.”

When asked to describe the organizational culture within the courthouse library network, only one
stakeholder was able to articulate a sense of what that means.

“We are a community. We are generally collegial and supportive of one another -- with one or two
exceptions.”

Most stakeholders we interviewed said that the courthouse library culture is really defined by each of the
individual law associations and that there is no central culture.

“There are 48 libraries, belonging to 48 law associations — each with their own culture.”

“Given that each library is an integral part of local law associations, it is impossible to create a
singular culture. Yes, there is a collective vision and approach to delivering resources to users. Itis all
restricted by the multiplicity of cultures with each law association.”

“Getting the network to gel as a singular entity is not so easy.”

“Staff, users, law associations, FOLA, shareholders, other stakeholders — all have unique views and
interests in how the library network operates. Each are looking for different issues and have different
agendas.”

“Libraries are diverse — there is a variety of size and sophistication among the individual libraries. It is
not a cohesive audience. Maybe a need to vary the messaging and delivery.”

LiRN’s approach to strategic communication will need to define its primary and secondary audiences, their
communication preferences, as well as goals and objectives for messaging.

LAW ASSOCIATION COMMUNICATIONS

LiRN’s communication with law association leaders is seen by a majority of stakeholders as undermining
LiRN’s ability to function and support the library network. Nearly all stakeholders we interviewed suggest that
building better relationships with law association leaders is a must for LiRN to address.

“Association executives are having difficulty being heard and engaging with LiRN staff. There is a lot of
turnover in the law associations which makes it difficult for LiRN to keep track of who is who. A better
effort is needed.”

“LiRN is missing an opportunity to meet with law association presidents once or twice a year as key
constituents to ask questions about association priorities, share strategies, etc. | know my president
has not had a single meeting with LiIRN.”

“Law association presidents don’t really know what is going on at LiIRN.”
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“The law associations have volunteer boards and it is hard to get them to read everything. Regular
board turnover is a problem. Board members just don’t read what is sent to them.”

“LiRN needs to build better relationships with the law association executives, especially with FOLA.
Something is being lost in translation. Policies have been developed and are there. LiRN’s Board is
doing its part. But nobody in the law associations want to sit on a library committee. LiIRN has to do a
better job of working with the associations.”

“Networking seems to be missing. When it does happen, it tends to be between library staff and is
informal.”

“There would be value in a quick survey of law association executive directors., or presidents to
solicitinput. LIRN is getting better. Need to focus more effort on who gets what info.”

“LiRN needs to do more selling to the law association boards, and meet with the presidents more
regularly — especially when they send out the budget requests. The presidents change every year, so it
is good to meet and set expectations. My board is always asking questions.”

“LiRN administers grants for all 48 libraries. But not all associations are equal. In some the executive
director may take the lead on grants. In other associations., it may be the law association board’s
library rep. LIRN has not identified who is responsible for what issue at each association —they have
no idea of who should talk to who.”

“LiRN’s board should be providing more input on how each of the law associations work.”

“LiRN needs to work with each law association’s executive director or president to create open
dialogue, gather information, and avoid conflict. They also need to improve what they expect of the
associations. There were recent changes to the accounting of excess fund balances — the
associations didn’t expect that this was on the table.”

“FOLA thinks that they are the primary audience and that all communication should flow through
them. They think that LiRN is doing an end run when they communicate directly with library staff.”

“Culture is part of the challenge. There is a level of distrust between the FOLA and LiRN boards. Also,
area staff are jealous of regional staff — who have more resources. The challenge is to figure out a way
to build trust. Distrust wastes time and energy and that takes away from service delivery.”

“Need better buy-in from FOLA. LiRN is being attacked. LiRN is good about providing information, but
sometimes the law association board members just aren’t listening or don’t like what they hear.”

“Yes, some of FOLA’s concerns are valid. LiRN needs to ensure a more consultative approach. FOLA
shouldn’t vet the message, but they do need an alert as to what is coming.”

“FOLA and LiRN should be working together on some key files. We’re all working for the same LAs —
we can’t divide the two.”

Perhaps the most powerful statement made by a stakeholder is that:

“This is now the third attempt at creating an independent body to organize and support the
libraries. It is in our interest to make this work and be on a good, functional footing with LiRN.”

A number of efforts are needed to address this stakeholder concern. Stakeholder relations will need to be a
primary focus for LiRN going forward, and law association executives must be the primary audience for policy
and strategic initiatives.
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There are several ways to support a stakeholder relations focus:

Develop a consultation program with a goal to meet in-person with all law association presidents and
executive directors within one year. Use this as an opportunity to strengthen relationships and build
trust, find ways to support law association priorities, and build interest in LiRN’s agenda.

Establish a requirement within a formal communication policy to distribute news and
announcements to law association executives in advance of broader distributions to library staff
members.

Regularly survey all law association executives for their input on all planning and new initiatives.

Consider publishing a regular update directed to law association executives.

BLURRING OF RESPONSIBILITIES

A concern widely expressed by stakeholders we interviewed is that LiRN is blurring employer vs operational

responsibilities in its communications, mishandling confidential information, and conducting back-channel

discussions that undermine transparency.

“Last year, there were many complaints about improper sharing of payroll details. LiRN needs to be
more buttoned-down about what information is shared with who. As the employer, | am the only one
who should be included when salary information is being shared.”

“Library staff are confused. LiRN does not have an employer role. They are the grant provider. There is
a line in the sand and direct communications between LiRN and library staff need to be very clear
about where this line is. LIRN needs to be more careful about this and avoid muddying the waters and
over-reaching.”

“LiRN staff are having inappropriate discussions with some library staff around human resource
issues. This has been widely discussed and needs to be addressed.”

“LiRN should only help where people ask. It is my role to lead change for my people, but we are a
larger team. Smaller law associations may need a different protocol.”

“Some think that some of the backroom [i.e., verbal] communication is blunt...” “... making negative
comments about specific law associations is inappropriate.”

“There has been an attempt to put people across the library network on an equal footing in terms of
pay and job descriptions. There have been plusses and minuses. The message is not always
perceived the same.”

“LiRN needs to understand the boundaries of its role. With the law associations as employer, LIRN
needs to go through the executive director or president of each when discussing employment
policies.

“LiRN'’s job is to communicate the policies and standards that support their objectives and help to
strengthen the network. LiRN needs to be careful to not enter the realm of the employer.”

“One failure was a meeting to discuss salary base. Raised expectations across library staff. Law
association representatives and library staff attended the same meeting. Library staff members
should never have been in that meeting. The outcome was that staff members now have a perception
of non-support. LiRN needs to be more focused on who gets what.”
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“The scope of the job is a problem. There have been some issues in the past that seem to be not
corrected. We’re not LIRN’s employer, but we do recognize that it is thinly staffed.”

“Back-door discussions by LiRN staff to recruit prospective association board members has been
misguided.”

The consequence is a perception that some of LIRN’s communications efforts are misdirected, delivered to
the wrong audience, and are less than transparent. Ultimately, this has led to wide misunderstanding of LiRN
and a weakening of stakeholder trust.

Trust is the highest level of reputation/brand value and an essential part of the foundation that organizations
are built on. LiRN faces a fundamental communication challenge to strengthen the trust of its stakeholders,
particularly with law association executives. This will require a strategic focus on establishing a transparent
communication process.

Rebuilding trust is a multi-step process, that requires:

e Acknowledge stakeholder feedback.

e Provide a clear plan for how communication will improve:
o setup regular check-ins with all stakeholders to gather input and feedback,
o setclear expectations for information sharing (i.e., who gets what), and
o provide updates on communication strategies and processes.

e Act consistently, showing reliability and a commitment to improving communication.

EMAIL COMMUNICATION

A majority of the stakeholders we interviewed said that email communication processes are weak or non-
existent.

Email processes are criticized for the following:

e often directed to the wrong person (e.g., directed to an administrative assistant rather than an
executive director);

e no acknowledgement of receipt, and no commitment to respond within a reasonable timeframe
(e.g., 24 hour max. to acknowledge receipt, 72 hour max. for a formal response);

e norecord or logging of information requests;

e keyinformation is often buried in the body of emails, such as a meeting invite, a required action, or a
deadline;

e beingtoo detailed, too complex; and

e beingunclear on who at LiRN is responsible for an issue when emails on a specific subject can come
from either LiRN staff member.

Email list management

Among the most common criticisms expressed by stakeholders, is a sense that LiRN struggles with keeping
accurate lists of its key contacts at each of the law associations. It is critical that emails be directed to the
right individuals.

“There is a need for better email list management. Mistakes like this undermine my confidence in
LiRN’s ability to communicate.”

“We’ve often seen communications go to the wrong person. When it happens for the third and fourth
time, it’s beginning to appear intentional.”
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“LiRN’s biggest communication challenges are really around who gets what and when. The same
information doesn’t work for everyone, i.e., what goes to library staff versus to law association
presidents.”

“There is a sense of confusion about who should get what information. Some information should be
delivered care of the right people.”

Law association boards are volunteer positions, and therefore continuously turning over. This makes
maintaining accurate distribution lists a significant challenge, but critical to building stakeholder trustin and
support for LiRN.

Between the lines, there is a sense that some law associations would prefer that the president or executive
director of each association have say over who receives what from LiRN — that communications be directed to
a designated association leader and then cascaded to the right individuals. This will need to be discussed
directly with each law association to determine local communication preferences, and set out in LiRN’s
formal email policy.

Email response standards and documentation

Stakeholder experience has been that many email requests sent to LiRN are not properly managed,
responses are typically delayed, and sometimes there is no response.

“Complex questions seem to go into a void. You may or may not get an initial acknowledgement of
receipt, but then it goes nowhere.”

“l have heard about long delays in getting response from LiRN.”

We recommend that LiRN’s email policy describe how emails are to be managed, response standards, etc.
Best practice on response standards suggests providing an immediate automated response to all emails
received, and commit to a formal response within a reasonable timeframe as appropriate. That timeframe
may vary depending on the nature of the information request.

Email content structure

Some stakeholders have said that important information is sometimes buried in the body of LiRN emails.
There is also a sense that some emails are too long and complex.

“l recently missed a deadline because notice of the change was buried in a communication. This kind
of information needs to be the lead.”

“Communications can sometimes be too detailed. The need is to be concise and timely.”

“We are continuously bombarded with communication. In order to cut through the clutter, LiRN
needs to streamline and prioritize what it communicates, and do so in a way that makes information
easierto access.”

LiRN can constructively address these issues within a formal email policy. This policy should outline an easily
recognized structure where required actions, deadlines, invitations, etc., be summarized at the top of emails
to provide the recipient with a sense of priority. Lead times should be reasonable.

It was also acknowledged by many stakeholders that email volumes for most law association executives and
library staff members are high. LiRN is competing for audience attention against a large number of other
interests. Therefore, we recommend that emails should be kept brief, limited to one or two paragraphs to a
maximum number of words (e.g., not to exceed 250 words). Additional information can be provided as links to
separate documents posted to the website or elsewhere as appropriate.
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There was also a stakeholder suggestion that emails be branded with a LiRN-specific header or formatting.
The value of branding is that emails are more easily recognized by the recipient, which provides a clear
expectation of what type of information is provided.

OTHER FEEDBACK

LiRN Board of Directors
There is weak stakeholder knowledge of activities by LiRN’s Board of Directors.

“LiRN Board of Directors does not communicate with the library network. They’re like a secret cabal.
We don’t see minutes or anything on their activities. We’d like to hear from them.”

“More involvement on a board to board basis would be helpful. There is a disconnect between LiRN
and the LSO, LiRN is filtering what is said. LiRN did a lot of work on claw backs of excess money. This
was seen by libraries and law associations as a historical money grab. Many were upset and felt
penalized. It was generally felt that there could have been some forgiveness. The process has
undermined trust.”

“Would be nice to see the board at the LiRN conference. Having a presence at the conference is
important.”

LiRN board meeting minutes, and/or summaries of key decisions, should be distributed to law association
executives to build awareness of the board’s strategic focus and activities. Placing more focus on LiRN’s
strategic priorities in its communications will also support building awareness of the board’s activities.

Unique needs

Stakeholders see each library as having unique communication needs, with the most support needed among
the local libraries. The Library Advisory Team is seen as being best positioned to give voice to these needs.

“Not all libraries are the same. We are a larger team in my library so we can generally support
ourselves, but smaller libraries could use more assistance such as communication guidelines,
templates, etc.”

“There are too many people in the 48 libraries to be asking for input. The library advisory committee
helps to ensure a mix of thought, but | think that LiRN is ignoring the committee. Feels more like they
are going to their favourites for input. They tend to avoid those that have different opinions. On big
issues, the committee has good discussions.”

The communication role of LiRN’s Library Advisory Team (LAT) will need to be addressed within a formal
communication policy. The LAT is well positioned to identify library needs, and its discussions could be more
widely shared to help illustrate LiRN awareness of unique needs and how it is reacting to address these
needs.

LiRN staffing

There is a belief by many stakeholders that LiRN is very thinly staffed and may be struggling to fulfill its
mandate.

»

“.. ultimately there are only two people at LiRN who can deliver on a communications strategy.

“LiRN has a small staff team. They have not been communicating strategically, but have been
responsive to big, medium and small issues.”
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“Recognize that communication takes a lot of work and that two staff members may not be up to the
volume of work. They may need to stop doing some things to create the capacity for new activities —
may need to plan in a smarter way re: budget and staff.”

“They can be hard to get a hold of. Maybe it is the volume of email? Sometimes you get a reply,
sometimes you don’t. When you are looking for a response, timing can be important.
They need to be more organized — working with well-defined processes.”

While this report is not intended to explore staffing needs, stakeholder feedback does suggest that taking a

more strategic approach to communication will help LiRN’s work volumes.

WHAT TO DO DIFFERENTLY

We asked, “what can LiRN do differently” in relation to communication. The varied responses are outlined
below.

“Help library staff with getting the lawyers to use the library services. Staff are on their own in the
smaller libraries and have difficulty communicating the value of their shop and being heard.”

“Association executives are having difficulty being heard and engaging with LiRN staff. There is a lot of
turnover in the law associations which makes it difficult for LiRN to keep track of who is who. A better
effortis needed.”

“Get the basics right. Accurate contact lists updated regularly. More notice about what LiRN aims to
do and timelines.”

“A challenge is volume of communication for those who work part-time. How do you get through
everything you need to read if you’re only working 15 hours a week.”

“The Library Advisory Team should have a permanent seat for the OCLA chair (Ontario Courthouse
Libraries Association). Member concerns do bubble up to the chair and he/she is well positioned to
table these at the LAT.”

“Communicate back out to your stakeholders — law association boards, executive directors,
shareholders. Build communication strategies for the short, medium and long terms. Perhaps
publish a regular newsletter to summarize and package the strategic agenda.”

“Emails should have a unique, templated look and be easily recognized. Use graphic treatments to
emphasize what is important, particularly where action is required.”

“LiRN needs focused messaging: what it is working on. Be timely, clear, concise, strategic. Address
the look and feel of communications through prescribed newsletter and email formats.”

“Part-time library staff may only work a few hours per week. LiIRN needs to make it easy for these staff
members to keep up.”

“Need to define who to talk to and eliminate back door discussions.”

Many of these comments are in line with previously reviewed comments.

12 August 2024 Confidential



COMMUNICATION ANALYSIS OF LiRN

CONCLUSION

This preliminary consultation report illustrates the trends in feedback from stakeholder representatives on
their communication experiences. Based on this feedback, the report provides recommendations intended to
strategically improve communication, reduce conflict and misunderstanding, and strengthen LiRN’s ability to
support its stakeholders.

Prepared by Chiasson Communication Ltd.
Gerry Chiasson

416-476-7265
gpchias@gmail.com

13 August 2024 Confidential



