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The newsletter of the past

For many years the Fishbon Library of the UCSF Medical Center at Mount Zion produced a hard copy quarterly newsletter that was mailed to faculty, researchers, and other staff who used the library.  The newsletter included general announcements, ephemeral information, and book lists and reviews.  Recipients liked the newsletter and frequently showed up at the library, newsletter in hand, looking for some of the books highlighted in that issue.

However, by the mid 1990’s, the library was experiencing the effects of an institutional merger, surviving budget cuts, dodging lay-offs, expanding electronic access, and in general, evolving and changing.  The labor-intensive attention and time that the newsletter required no longer fit in anyone’s schedule and it was ceased.  Shortly thereafter, the library experienced another institutional merger; this time it was ultimately lethal for most of the hospital and nearly so for the library and its staff. Fortunately, the faculty and researchers came to the rescue and the library survived.  Feeling truly grateful, the library staff redoubled efforts to effectively communicate with our users about the library’s resources and services.  We would do almost anything to ensure that our users had any reasonable knowledge-based information desire.  There were also requests to re-instate the newsletter. 

Considering a newsletter for the present 

Attentive to every whim of our patrons, we considered resurrection of the newsletter with distribution via e-mail.  But first we asked some practical questions:

1) Would electronic distribution really save time and money? 

2) Would our patrons read an electronic newsletter from the library, or would it be just another item clogging their e-mail? 

3)  Most importantly, what did we really want the newsletter to do?

In answer to the first question, sending the newsletter electronically may save distribution time and labor, but the time and labor commitment to create it is still substantial.  Whether it saves money is debatable.  The cost of paper, ink, staples, and wear and tear on the staplers may be saved within the library.  However, these costs are probably just spread out through the institution because there is a good chance that many of our patrons may print out the e-mail newsletter (single sided) and staple those pages together.

In answer to the second question, everybody and his brother distribute newsletters, bulletins, up-dates, flyers, etc., via e-mail. One can easily imagine institutional mail servers everywhere throbbing with the excess.  There is no easy way to assess whether an electronically delivered newsletter is actually being read or if it is influencing the reader.

And finally, with the third question, we get to the heart of the matter:  what we really want the newsletter to do is to entice our patrons to become more involved with the library and use the library’s website. Virtually everything about the library is already available at the web site. A newsletter, in essence, would be redundant information.    

A different paradigm for communication

It was time to adopt a different paradigm to communicate with our regular library users. We focused on the word “news” and discarded the notion of it being in the form of a “letter”.  Instead, we decided to produce a news video on a regular basis and e-mail our users a link to the video at the library website. The intent of the video would be to lure our users to go to our website for more information about library services, resources, new books, events, library workshops, and general announcements.  The video would also serve to profile the data retrieval expertise of our professional reference librarian.  The idea was to have the video show tantalizing examples of expert search skill tactics and tempt many of our users into realizing they might actually learn something to their advantage about searching from their librarian.

The video also would provide the opportunity for our patrons to actually see who we are and what the library looks like.  The faculty and researchers at the Mount Zion campus of the UCSF Medical Center are housed in a dozen different buildings and facilities management often seems to be playing a game of musical offices.  The library is about the only place at the Mount Zion campus that has remained in the same place since it opened in 1950.  The video would help reinforce the presence of the library within the campus community.

Background research and cost estimates

We launched our foray into the world of video production with some Internet exploration, particularly at university sites.  Academia has produced a variety of videos for the viewing:  lectures, meetings, announcements, performances, special occasions, and more.  Some are very professional and engaging to watch, others, especially the talking heads, are absolutely dreadful.   We actually did not do any in-depth research about creating videos. We simply noted what we liked and what seemed to work and what we didn’t like.  

What we liked –

· Items with a beginning, middle, and end

· Presentations that were short and to the point

· Use of a variety of visuals to reinforce an idea

What we didn’t like

· Boring, talking heads

· Poorly lit videos of PowerPoint presentations

We did consider costs in terms of staff time and effort.  We realized that there initially would be a rather steep learning curve because of the fact that none of us had any experience with making a video beyond taping family birthday parties.  The first video would probably take longer to make than the second, the second longer than the third, etc.  This indeed turned out to be the case.  Staff time is money.  Even though we have no hard data to back this up, we are firmly convinced that it takes less time to create four to five minutes of video news than it does to write four to five pages of a newsletter.  There is also a priceless aspect to this endeavor:  it enlivens the library scenario for the library staff and our users.  We have fun doing this and our users enjoy being a part of making a segment.  

Acquiring hardware and software

Making a video requires a camera, a computer, and software and these are not free.  We were in luck, however, because the library recently had been given funding to purchase and manage the use of various pieces of digital equipment to meet the video needs of several of the medical center’s clinical and research departments.  Among the purchases was a Canon Digital Video Camcorder DM-XL-1A.  It had received excellent reviews and it would allow us to produce a professional looking product. 

The same funding allowed for the purchase of a laptop for use in presenting library workshops. We selected a Dell Latitude C840 laptop equipped with a 4GHz Pentium 4 processor, 30 GB of hard disk storage, 512 MB RAM and an integrated IEEE1394 port for capturing digital video. The operating system is Windows XP.  This laptop is ideal for our video production needs.  As a side note, we chose a Dell rather than a Macintosh because the entire medical center uses and provides support for Dells. 

We did use library funds for the software.  For video capture and editing, we chose Adobe Premier Pro, which cost us only $250.00 thanks to our educational discount. Although the number of features in Premiere Pro may seem daunting to a novice, we wanted a tool that would give us professional level capabilities on the XP platform. Macintosh users will find Apple’s Final Cut Pro (FCP) provides comparable features and in fact the Premiere and FCP interfaces and tool palettes are quite similar. 

Content development

Next, we began to envision what our video should look like, determine potential topics, and consider script development.  We decided to produce the video quarterly, with each video lasting less than five minutes, and those five minutes of time would be broken into 3, maybe four segments giving viewers the option to choose individual segments for viewing.  Production in segments also prevents forcing people to sit through things they may not want to see and having to wait for the whole video to download. A list of potential topics was created, whittled down to the possible and divided into groups.  The focus was on Library services, resources, and expertise.  Last, but of great importance, we decided to enliven the video segments with a little humor where appropriate. 

Script development was tricky at first; there was a tendency to write parts that were too long and had too much “talking head” in them.   Before producing our first video, all staff members taped their speaking parts with a handheld recorder.  We all critiqued each other about how we sounded.  We assessed voice clarity, pace, and inflection.   We realized simple, unencumbered sentences were best.   Next we tried trial shoots, and discovered that some staff members had better camera presence than others.  

However all of our staff members have appeared in segments that inform viewers about various library services and resources, e.g., library accounts and interlibrary borrowing.  We’ve also highlighted Mount Zion faculty who recently published papers in medical or nursing journals, or who donated funds to the library.   We also decided it would be useful to create one or more recurring features that would be included on a regular basis in the videos.  For example, our reference librarian, Gloria Won, appears as the “Search Queen” in the “PubMed Pearls & Perils” segments and other clips on searching.   Most recently, we decided to include a segment on Mount Zion memories in which we have a short interview with a retired physician who has had a long history of service at the hospital.  

Production

How does one learn the mechanics of shooting and editing video? Some of our staff had experience with shooting and editing home video so this gave us a running start on how to operate the camera as well as how to capture, edit and manage video clips in Premiere. Additionally, some staff members attended a digital video workshop offered regularly by the Center for Instructional Technology (CIT) at the University of California San Francisco’s Center for Knowledge Management. The CIT supports the effective integration of computer and multimedia resources into the curriculum. In this workshop, we learned how to prepare a script, how to frame and compose a shot, effective lighting techniques and the basics of editing. 

We shot all of our videos with existing lighting conditions and relied on the stereo microphone attached to the top of the camera for sound. For the most part this has worked out fine. Image and sound quality can also be tweaked within Premiere. One objective for the future is to purchase a wireless microphone that can be clipped to the collar of anyone speaking to the camera. This should further filter out extraneous room noise and ambient sounds. As a busy hospital, we can’t always yell “quiet on the set.” 

In optimizing the videos for the web, we chose to provide two formats:

· Windows Media 9, optimized for use over a 256kps/LAN connection

· QuickTime, the standard digital media player from Apple

In considering the trade-off between image quality vs. file size/download speed, we chose to optimize our videos with higher image quality. Although this means our files are rather large, they are easily viewed over the university’s high-speed network, which is used by nearly all of our target audience.

Assessment

Is the video newsletter effective?  Currently, we have an e-mail list of more than 500 healthcare professionals and researchers who work at the Mount Zion campus and to whom we send an announcement about the latest video.  Our goal is to have about 25% of this group actually view the video.   So far, from what our web counter reveals, this seems to be the case.  The faculty response to participate in the video has also been entirely positive.   Most importantly, there has been a steady rise in the use of the Library’s web site, which is exactly what we want our users to do. Initially, the video was not conceived as marketing or promotional tool; it was simply an experiment to more effectively communicate with our users. It has, however, turned out to be a successful means of promoting the library.  The experiment is working and video news is proving to be a very effective way to promote the library and create a more highly defined library presence at the Mount Zion campus.    For the foreseeable future, we will continue to produce the video and enjoy creating it.
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