Digital Culture Podcast episode #29 Transcript – Managing digital projects with Carl Stevens
James Akers: [00:00:00] Welcome to this episode of the Digital Culture Podcast. I'm James, one of the tech champions at the Digital Culture Network. I'm a white man with brown hair, and I'm wearing, I don't know, this dark gray T-shirt today. It's not quite black. It looks like it's been washed quite a lot. Um, and we're back again in Manchester Central Library.
The lovely team here have given us their podcast studio, which is... We've been twiddling all the knobs, pressing all the buttons, and not breaking it, which is great. So, my co-host is the wonderful Emma McGarry.
Emma McGarry: Hiya. I'm Emma. I'm the comms officer for the Digital Culture Network. I'm a white woman who has just turned 30, which I've been told is the best decade yet. Uh, I have wavy ginger hair, and I'm wearing a floaty green checkered top.
James Akers: And you're based in Manchester, aren't you?
Emma McGarry: I'm based in Manchester, and I think I've also been coerced into doing this because I do a little bit of [00:01:00] radio and DJing as well. Is that right?
James Akers: I don't know. You tell us. So, uh, if someone wants to listen to you, Emma, what do they do?
Emma McGarry: Uh, if someone wants to listen to me, they can head to Mixcloud and look for my, uh, DJ name, Emora. E-M-O-R-A.
James Akers: Brilliant. We're gonna put the link in the show notes.
Emma McGarry: Oh, gosh. Okay.
James Akers: You're gonna see your, uh, listenership spike, I'm sure. So our guest today is someone who we've known for quite a long time.
This man was around in my interview for the, for my role at the Digital Culture Network, and he was instrumental in the setup of the Digital Culture Network. It's Carl Stevens, our senior manager, uh, from Arts Council England.
Carl Stevens: Hello, James. 
I'm Carl Stevens. I'm a senior manager for new technologies- ... and innovation at the Arts Council England.
Uh, I'm a white man. I'm in my mid-40s. I've got a gingery beard and floppy brownish hair, and today I'm wearing a, uh, green and white plaid shirt, which, uh, I bought at the start of the summer. I was really excited about. Got too hot to wear it, but it's just perfect for autumn. It's time.
James Akers: [00:02:00] So what we thought we'd talk to you about today is a, a variety of things.
So in your role as senior manager, how many years have you been there at the Arts Council now?
Carl Stevens: Oh, I've been at the Arts Council for nearly 15 years. I've been doing this for the last seven or eight, I think.
James Akers: Why are you still there at the Arts Council?
Carl Stevens: Glutton for punishment, James. No, I, I love it. It's, uh, it's always been a great place to work, and I think working in, in kind of technology and innovation, things change all the time.
Doing a lot of work around AI at the moment, which two years ago, you know, wasn't really on the agenda, so yeah, something new every day, and obviously working with lovely people like yourself.
James Akers: What is it you do, Carl?
Carl Stevens: Well, all sorts of stuff. Supporting the sector with all, all things digital, really. I think my role's focused a lot on digital skills, so running a digital accelerator program.
As you mentioned, James, helping to set up the Digital Culture Network back in 2019. So currently a lot of work with AI, but also we've got the new, uh, art form for digital arts, uh, which I've been helping to develop as well, so yeah, all things digital, sort of creative and skills-based.
James Akers: [00:03:00] And when people think about the Arts Council England, do you think they think they're a digital-focused and led organisation?
Carl Stevens: Uh, I think it probably depends who you talk to. I think people, definitely since we've had kind of Digital Culture Network in place, some of the initiatives we've done, like the Digital Accelerator, like, uh, we've got the new AI Leadership Academy, I think there's growing recognition that Arts Council certainly has people in the organisation who are skilled and can support the sector.
Whether some of our own systems and processes are quite where people want them to be, um, you know, maybe not, but we're doing a lot of work to try and improve that as well.
James Akers: I think when speaking to Owen and Oonagh on the podcast last year about the whole AI policy toolkit and things like that, it was a really nice example of, um, a large organisation going through all that work, but then creating something that other people can use.
I think it's a really nice way of approaching digital. All the things that you could, um, potentially do and all the challenges that it comes with, it's, it's quite good that, uh, they are, I [00:04:00] found the Arts Council is ahead in that way.
Carl Stevens: Yeah. I think certainly with the AI work we've got on the front foot, and that's really, really important.
Obviously, it's a massive issue for everyone, um, you know, in the world and in the, in the cultural sector. Um, and yeah, what we've done with that, obviously, you know, explored a lot internally and then published, like you're referencing, the toolkit reports and things like that. But I've actually been taking a lot of that stuff out now.
Been particularly doing a lot of work with the library sector, uh, in London, helping them think through kind of developing AI policies, how they might run some pilot projects, and all of the workshops I'm running with them is all kind of based off of that work that we did, uh, internally. So yeah, it's nice to be able to share some of that back outside the organisation.
James Akers: But from, from your role then, and you've been involved in lots of programs and then projects, how would you define, like, a digital project?
Carl Stevens: I think, I guess it's kind of anything you wanna do as your organisation that's gonna involve some, you know, probably some kind of digital product or tool or function.
But I think I'd probably think about it separate from, like, part of that is maybe going out [00:05:00] and just, like, buying some kind of digital tool or starting to use some digital tool. But I think when we're talking about a project, it's everything that goes around that, and I think that's kind of probably starting from a place where we're thinking more strategically, like what, what are we actually wanting to achieve here?
What's the organisational problem or opportunity that we've got? And then technology, digital may be one of the solutions to that. And if we think it is, then I think really exploring that, beginning to think through, okay, so what, what are our options? What kind of tools could we use? What are our peers using?
All of these kind of things, doing plenty of research around it. But I think the big thing is, is around kind of people as well. The technology is only ever one, like, part of a digital project. It's ... I think a lot of what we see in our work, it's a lot more about the people and the change that you have to kind of go through in your organisation to actually make something happen and, and embed it properly.
Yeah, I think it's like the technology sometimes is just a small bit. It's actually that much larger a change piece that you need to do. I suppose more specifically [00:06:00] thinking, you know, in the cultural sector, digital project might be something bigger, like a completely new CRM system or a completely new website, but for some organisations it might just be beginning to kind of do email marketing.
Actually, when you break that down, it kind of impacts quite a lot of people across your organisation, so yeah, it's kind of scalable depending on, on who you are and, and where you are, I think.
Emma McGarry: Uh, so Carl, you spoke there about bringing people along for the ride and a digital project being much more, much bigger than just technology alone.
Have you got any examples or stories that you've, uh, witnessed from your time working in the sector?
Carl Stevens: One organisation I've been working with, they were looking to do a CRM project. They're on their third CRM, and they've had two CRM projects that have not gone successfully and have not ended up with the organisation using those bits of technology.
They really need a CRM, uh, for what they do and how they work as an organisation. But if you think there's people in that organisation who've seen one CRM come in, not really get embedded, another one come in, not really get embedded, people [00:07:00] still working on all different systems, different spreadsheets, things like this.
When you turn up and say, "Hey guys, we're doing another CRM project." Like those, those people are probably not jumping for joy saying, um, "Oh, great. That- that's what I've been looking forward to." 'Cause it probably just sounds, well, more work, nothing's gonna change. So actually, you know, in their case, a lot of it was going back out to all of the people in the organisation thinking, "Who's gonna be impacted by this CRM?"
Now, there's a lot of people external to the organisation that, that it will, a lot of people internally as well, you know, marketing teams, finance teams, development teams. So actually going out to everyone working in those functions, and I think going right back to basics, you're probably not even talking about CRM initially, saying, "What, what do you struggle with in your job?
What's difficult? What are the things you hate about it? What are those pain points? How would you do it differently? How would you like it to work? You know, what would you like to see in these kinda tools that you use or the way you work?" And I think by doing that, it kind of takes the digital bit out of it [00:08:00] initially.
You get to understand really what people need, what the frustrations are, and then when it kinda gets to the technology part, you can start to show quite quickly how that could help to solve some of those problems that people have got. And then I think by keeping involving those people in the conversation as it develops, so as you're beginning to, maybe you narrow it down, okay, well, there's three CRM systems we wanna have a look at.
Making sure people from those teams are getting the demos of those systems early, getting an opportunity to ask questions, challenge some of the things that are being said, think about how it fits into their work, you know. And then you get the new system, making sure those people, again, are getting proper training, getting a chance to really embed it in their role, getting some support to make sure that it's actually being made use of.
So then, you know, hopefully in a year's time, actually all of those different teams are using it to its full capacity and you haven't got, well, everyone's sort of putting stuff in, but they're still doing everything, all the real work's still happening on seven spreadsheets in the background.
James Akers: I like that approach of identifying what [00:09:00] the problems are and then trying to find the technology to fix it.
What were the problems with the, the first two then? W- was it just the way that they approached it, or was just the, the technology was the wrong fit?
Carl Stevens: I think it's a bit of both. I think in, uh, in the first case it was maybe just not, not quite knowing what they were gonna do with it and maybe, like, just having fully thought through how are we actually gonna use this not quite working.
I think with the more recent system they had, it just wasn't right for them as an organisation. Like, relatively small, but having a CRM system that was incredibly complex, needed an awful lot of customization, whereas really they needed something pretty simple out of the box that could be customized a little bit, but then people could just get on with it, not something that needed constant sort of technical work when they didn't have technical staff in the organisation.
So it's not always the thing with the most features. Mm-hmm. It's not always the thing that's the cheapest. Like, it's gotta be the thing that's right, and there's so many things that factor into that. And if, if it's a small organisation that doesn't have kind of technical people there, you really need something that is as kind of [00:10:00] easy to use once you've got it set up, doesn't need constant kind of maintenance and, and updating and everything like that.
And, uh, and I guess that the, the people who are providing it, you know, when it does need, when there are kind of updates or new features brought in, that they're kind of rolling them out in a way that's supportive and actually helping your organisation to make use of the new features that might be coming through as opposed to releasing a load of stuff and then you're like, "Well, this all looks different to what it looked like last week and, you know, we don't know how to use it now."
James Akers: So if someone listened to that, what you're just saying, sounds amazing, and they want to do it, there's a lot going on through that process. What's out there that's available to take people on that journey of like, we want to potentially do this thing? Are there any templates or guides or Platforms that people could use?
Carl Stevens: Well, James, funny you should mention that. So, um, so I, I've been writing some articles for the, for the DCN, for the Knowledge Hub, um, to try and break down this process a little bit, 'cause I think we've been, we've [00:11:00] been working with organisations for quite a few years. We've seen lots of different types of projects, and I think we see a lot of sort of common themes and approaches.
How do we kind of scope that project out and work out what we need? What's the best route to take? How do we find the right sort of partners and suppliers to work with, you know, within the, the kind of scope of the project we want to do? How do we implement that? And then also an article around just thinking about some of the sort of internal change, uh, that might need to happen to make the most of whatever new system you get.
So, you know, talked about that process of bringing people along for the ride, and that's a big part of it. But any new system probably gonna mean that existing ways of, of working and processes are gonna need to be updated and changed. And I think if you don't address that, then you can run into the problems.
So yeah. So I've written those. I think they're gonna be published soon. Um, and just created a few templates as well that people can use to help. Again, all of those different phases of the project. So yeah, that's all, uh, that's, that's kind of all coming soon, I think.
James Akers: Yeah. I think it'll be really helpful and useful.
Um, I, I can [00:12:00] remember we spoke to, uh, Kam from English National Ballet, and she was explaining the process she went through for implementing the system and, and creating this ideal version of what it would look like, can give it a name and everything, and that's, again, that's a, a fantastic thing to go through. But this structure that you've got seems like a really good way of a step-by-step process to approach something like this.
Carl Stevens: I, I think so, and I tried to write them in a way that, that's probably scalable. So, you know, if you're a really, really small organisation or an individual reading them, you're probably not gonna do every single thing in each of those articles. If you're a huge organisation, you may well do more. Um, but hopefully there's enough there that if you're really starting out, your first digital project, second digital project, uh, you know, there's some stuff in there to really guide you on the way.
Maybe if you're more experienced, you've done lots before, it's just something to cross-reference and just see if there's anything in there that can kind of add to what you're already doing
Emma McGarry: Carl, could you tell us a bit more about the scoping phase? 'Cause I think we hear the word scoping in the, in the context of digital projects or projects [00:13:00] generally.
Um, but could you tell us a bit more about exactly what that is and why it's so important when leading a digital project?
Carl Stevens: So just thinking if, like, if that's the goal, how could technology help that? You know, it could be your website could, could be better and talk more directly to some of those people you want to reach.
It could be that, you know, your ticketing system could be more functional and easier to use for people.
Emma McGarry: Uh, and as part of that scoping phase, so you've spoken about people a lot and bringing people along and, and right at the beginning of our conversation there, you were talking about, um, that almost being more important than the technology itself.
Is there any advice or, um, tips or practical ways of exploring how to bring people along on the change or communicating the change within those guides? And if there is, can you tell us a little bit about it?
Carl Stevens: I, I think the important thing is just getting out and speaking to people, sitting down, having open conversations with people.
You know, I think the more you can speak to people one-to-one, uh, and really try and understand their specific needs, particularly when you're talking about internal people. Um, I think it's something about meeting people where they are as well. Mm-hmm. Like, particularly if you're a [00:14:00] bigger organisation, I think sometimes, like, going to people's kind of existing teams, rather than setting up something yourself and saying, "You come to me and talk about this."
You know, actually going to people where they feel comfortable and they're more likely to kinda talk or-
Emma McGarry: And I guess part of that scoping phase as well is identifying who those people are in the first place, or whether it's everyone within your organisation or just select teams or... It's something we hear all the time, isn't it?
James Akers: Yeah. It's so important, definitely. I think the next bit around when, about finding a supplier for your project, I think that's something that the Digital Culture Network can really help with as well for, for people going through this. So do get in touch with us because we do have, you know, a team of tech champions that work in all these different areas, who are seeing organisations and individuals implementing different tools from different suppliers in various levels of success.
So we can put you in touch with others that are going through or, or have gone through a similar project. And to, I think it's so important to share that learning about what works well. And it's like, and if we can [00:15:00] match you with somebody who's already gone through that, it can accelerate all the stuff that you might do then.
Emma McGarry: Yeah. Carl, can you just remind us where people can find those guides that you've written?
Carl Stevens: Yeah, I believe they've now been published or are about to be published on the DCN Knowledge Hub.
Emma McGarry: Perfect. Thanks, Carl.
James Akers: Go to digitalculturenetwork.org.uk. Um, so the, the... I've had a look through these templates, and I've used some of them before.
They're really handy. So how many organisations have, have used them already?
Carl Stevens: Yeah. Well, I think we've probably, probably had around 150 who've used sort of versions of them. Like, what I've created for this, um, I've tried to keep them as simple as possible, so, um, I've created sort of very basic versions of them.
But yeah, we've also, um, used kind of similar templates on some of that AI work that we talked about earlier, the work that we did at Arts Council. You know, we used very similar sort of templates and processes. I think they work, you know, they work across loads of different business areas, really. We're talking about digital, but ultimately a lot of those tools are any [00:16:00] project that you might be running out.
It's good project management, change management tools.
James Akers: Can you give us an example of, of potentially a smaller organisation do some smaller things?
Carl Stevens: I can. So outside of my day job at the Arts Council, I am a trustee at Denton West End Community Library. So we're a community-run library, completely independent charity, completely independent from our local authority, and we're completely volunteer-run.
So we're a very, very small organisation, but we run a building. We operate as a library. We have loads of events for our, for our community. But, you know, everyone's sort of working day jobs. Um, we give what time we, we can to it. So if we're gonna run, you know, if we're gonna do any kind of projects there, we have to really think through and sort of try and prioritize, like what, what project do we actually wanna put some time into?
What's gonna make the most impact? And I was mentioning to Emma earlier today, like, you know, if you look at our website, it looks like it was built in 1999, but it tells people when we're open, and, like, at this stage, like, that's kind of what we, you know, what we need. Wh- when I started doing some work with the [00:17:00] library, you know, one of the things we were talking about was we still do use, use Facebook and Instagram for, like, most of our kind of social media communications, but whereas Facebook used to be a really successful channel, it was kind of becoming less successful.
We were doing stuff on Twitter at the time. Wasn't getting a lot of traction. So we thought, well, maybe like a, an e-newsletter would be a good way to go. But when we first started talking about it, you know, people said, "Well, yeah, like, we did used to have one of those, but we can't anymore 'cause of GDPR."
There's immediately a few challenges there that we need to, to sort of think through. You know, we ended up settling on, on MailChimp, and that was great because we just needed something that was very, very simple. People don't have a huge amount of time to put into it, so something simple, effective. It works.
But then sort of beyond the tool, and this is where I sort of see this as like a digital project in a small organisation, well, then it was like, well, how are we gonna, how are we gonna collect people's email addresses? Like, we can put stuff out on socials, but we know they're already not like massively cutting through, we can put a pop-up on the website, but that's probably not where a lot of people are going as well.
So we needed to [00:18:00] think, well, most people when they join the library, we collect information from them to sign up. So can we add something to our sign-up form that says, "Do you wanna, you know, sign up to the newsletter?" But then a lot of the people who are taking that information from people are kind of older volunteers.
So I had to then go and work with them. And then we had to put a process in place so once people fill in that membership form, which is still on paper- Mm ... you know, that needs to go here, and how does that information get to me to then update the, the mailing list and all, all that kind of thing. So there was just a lot to work through and a lot of people to talk to and make sure they understood why we were doing it and that there was a process in place.
And then it came to actually, well, then, then we need to start putting content and getting a newsletter out. So again, if you've got stuff that you wanna go in it, we need to get it to me. This is the kind of information we need. So when you broke it down, for a small organisation, all volunteers, you know, there's no intranet or you know, like shared email or whatever it is, like actually there's quite a lot of work just to get something quite simple functioning.
But I think by doing that and making sure that everyone understands why we're [00:19:00] doing it, we've got a process in place to do it, actually ended up being a really successful tool for us. And yeah, has kind of really helped with that problem of not reaching some of the people that we wanted to.
Emma McGarry: And did you face any resistance or pushback from people internally?
Obviously, you said it's all been volunteer-led. People are working day jobs. They have low, low time, low capacity. Did you have any sort of pushback, I guess, on any of these changes you were trying to implement?
Carl Stevens: Probably not sort of direct pushback as such from this, but more just maybe like an uncomfortableness of, well, how is this actually gonna work?
Like, how's that... And so just having to make that process of reassuring people. You know, again, there's people, they're very conscious people saying, "We're a bit worried," you know. "There's more and more personal information we've got sitting around." Uh, you know, and they're just, they're just worried that, that it's not gonna be treated correctly.
So I think just spending the time with people to help them understand, like that is the process and then, you know, this is what we're gonna do with that information once, once you've kind of got it up on the mailing list. I think sort of something I... When I first started doing some work there, and probably went in a bit like a bull in a china shop [00:20:00] before I'd really got the lay of the land.
And I remember going in and doing loads of stuff with, with the data that we had in our library system and creating maps and all of this stuff, which I found really interesting. But sort of when I took it to everyone else, they, you know, they kind of like, "Well, like what?"
Emma McGarry: "What's that?"
Carl Stevens: "What's that?" Yeah, exactly.
Um, you know, and I think that was a real eye-opener for me in the context I was working there. Like, that wasn't, that absolutely was not the right approach. Like, it was quite helpful for me to understand a little bit more about who our customers might be and where there might be some opportunities, but actually, like, that wasn't the priority for people.
You know, we had to, we had to sort of work out what that was first.
James Akers: Why did you get involved in library in the first place? Was it just 'cause you lived there or?
Carl Stevens: So it's very close to my house. Um, and I mean, my son's nine now, but probably when we first started going to that library, he was kind of three or four.
Spent a lot of time there. Um, you know, I think particularly in that period, sort of just around and after the pandemic, we were doing a lot of stuff like really, really close to where we were. Yeah, so it was amazing that there was local people who were spending their time sort of running a, an [00:21:00] organisation like that in a building like that, and I think it took me a while to kind of find my, find my place.
I think a lot of people who've been involved in it had been there for a long time. They'd been involved in saving that library from closure and taking it on. I was coming in as a bit of an outsider, new to the area, and yeah, just sort of trying to feel my way in and work out where I could add some value, and I think some of that has been around some small kind of digital changes, but also kind of bringing a lot more creatives into the, into the space and getting some really good partnerships with, with kind of local creatives who are now coming in and developing theater projects there, or arts projects there with the local community, which it's really nice to be able to bring some of that and just put it on people's doorsteps.
James Akers: I, I see quite often there's, um, there's call, call-outs for trustees for arts organisations. What is it and what, what do you do? Why is it important?
Carl Stevens: Yeah. Well, I mean, it is important being, being a trustee. I mean, ultimately we're responsible for, for the library and, and the building and our finances and acting [00:22:00] within the law and, and all, you know, within the rules of charity and everything like that.
So I mean, part of it's that kind of governance piece, but realistically, and this won't be the same everywhere, but for us, we're also running the library. Like we're not just trustees, and then there's a team of people running it. We're also running the library. So there's a lot of work around sort of fundraising or developing, like, creative projects or, like, fixing the printers when they're broken or, you know.
James Akers: Like, it's everything really. And in a digital first world, why do you think libraries are so important?
Carl Stevens: One of the things I always say about our, our library, and obviously we're a community library and it's an independent library, but I think particularly on a Saturday morning, if you go there, you'll see so many families with younger children, you know, say like age three to six or something, in there.
They're reading, they're taking part in creative activities, and it's free, and it's not a big deal, and they can just get involved. And I think if they had to get on a bus or drive to the nearest bigger library, they probably wouldn't be doing it or not as [00:23:00] regularly. And, you know, it's nice. You know the people there.
You know the people running it. Like, it's nice. So I think for a kind of local library and community library, I think that's really, really important. I mean, I think libraries more generally are just the sheer amount of, of stuff that they do. They're brilliant places. They're free to access. They're an excellent place for kind of building sort of digital skills and confidence.
You know, they're places you can go. You can use Wi-Fi for free. You can access computers for free. You know, you can do printing. Like, a lot of us don't have printers at home now, right? Like, or if you do, they break every year, and eventually you just stop replacing it. So, you know, they're great to go and do that kind of thing.
You know, they're, they're getting more and more sort of questions and having to think more about AI. So, like, all of this kind of new, any new technologies all end up sort of funneling through libraries in some way because they're such an important part of just, like, our lives, I think. And I mean, like, books as well, right?
Like, as soon as a booker list comes out, I'm, I'm getting all those books on my, on my library app and getting them delivered into my local library. And, you know, I just think that's, that's [00:24:00] invaluable, isn't it?
James Akers: I think as a, as a community space, just connecting with people. Just storytelling, isn't it?
Carl Stevens: It, it really is. And we brought some people into ours once, um, a theater company, but we got them in just to kind of talk to local people at an event that we had, uh, and asked them to sort of share local stories just to sort of capture a bit of a, an oral history of the area. And some of the stuff that came out was absolutely unbelievable.
I mean, we had, we had one story about, like, someone's body that had escaped and kept popping up in different places all around where, where we lived. When you, when you spend that time just talking to people and asking them questions in a space that they feel sort of comfortable and have some connection with is, um, yeah, it's absolutely brilliant.
Emma McGarry: I've got a question. It's really interesting hearing you talk about the first-hand impact that you felt from your local library and the difference that you see that it makes in people's lives just in operating and existing. Is any of this digital project work an extension of that kind of removing barriers to people accessing the library?
And have you, have you seen any difference, you know, maybe in your email comms or work with your mailing [00:25:00] lists and your signups, boosting attendance at your yoga events or your family craft activities?
Carl Stevens: So one of the things that I've done since I've been there is basically set up Eventbrite so we can sell tickets online to certain events that we run, and we didn't have that before.
If you wanted to come to one of our events before, you'd have to go into the library. You, you know, you'd have to know it was on, go in, give them a fiver in cash. We've got a card machine now. But at the time, you maybe, you know, you go in, do that. That's great. That's brilliant, and you should be able to do that, and you can always do that for our, for our events.
But I think by actually starting to sell tickets online, promote them more online, um, so that's sort of helped to bring in lots of people from, from the kind of wider area, as well as the people who are kind of already living locally.
Emma McGarry: Yeah. We spoke earlier, Carl, didn't we, about kind of that mix between digital and traditional methods as well, and maybe still using your, your local Tesco's notice board to advertise an activity in tandem with your Eventbrite, which is just lovely.
Carl Stevens: Yeah, we do. We lo- you know, we love a poster. Um, we've got a great notice board outside the library and, you know, yeah, if we're doing stuff, we try and put things in local shops and, [00:26:00] uh, like you say, Tesco's, Sainsbury's all of, all of those kind of places, um, which really helps. So yeah, I think, I think it is that kind of mix.
Emma McGarry: It's really nice hearing about all the work that you're doing with your local library, and I think we have a lot to learn from our local libraries, big up libraries. Um, what can bigger national organisations learn from local, smaller grassroots organisations and vice versa? What learning can be shared between the two?
Carl Stevens: I think the real strength that we have as a small organisation, like, embedded in a community is that you can just talk to people day to day. Like, they know the people who are running the organisation. So, like, we've recently done, um, we've been doing, like, a community consultation, so we put a survey out, ask people questions, uh, to get kind of feedback on, like, what do they think of the library and, you know, how could we improve it?
Do they like the events we run? That kind of thing. And we got some really, really interesting stuff back actually from that which is gonna be really useful. But it's the anecdotal stuff that people just pick up day to day that they just hear from people who are saying, [00:27:00] "You know, well, the chairs are a bit uncomfortable," or, um, you know, "Oh, it'd just be so good if you had a book club," and we've got one now.
And like we didn't do that, you know, the, in the end, like l- local people got together and said, "Yeah, we'll start that." So we start, you know, do it in the library. You know, so I suppose that combination when you're thinking about sort of understanding what your audiences and customers want, the surveys and everything like that are really important.
And obviously as a big organisation there's really, you know, as a key way of getting information from the sort of thousands and thousands of visitors you've got. But I think combining that with actually just being able to chat to people, the things that the front of house staff might pick up on a night and, you know, just making sure that they can feed that back in to maybe their bigger sort of audience research thinking.
Emma McGarry: Feel like my biggest takeaway from this conversation is listening. Feels like the biggest, the biggest takeaway when leading a project, listening to your stakeholders, your customers, your library attendees and what it is that they need. Is that fair to say?
Carl Stevens: Yeah, absolutely. And I think the more you can listen without [00:28:00] already thinking that you know what the answer is.
You know, you can't do everything that everyone wants. That would be the world's worst digital project, wouldn't it? But if you can't do something, going back and explaining why, and then maybe you can do it further down the road.
James Akers: As long as it's not just, "We don't want to"
Carl Stevens: Yeah. No. Or, or as long as it's just not silent.
I think sometimes, you know, people, people wanna be heard, don't they? And sometimes being heard, it's fine to say, "I heard you. We can't do it." That's better than nothing.
James Akers: So I suppose the last question on digital projects then. What, what's the difference between a successful project versus an unsuccessful?
Carl Stevens: Ooh, that's a big question, James. I think the most successful projects we see are the ones when they've got a really clear aim, a really clear idea of what, what they want to do. Is it trying to bring in more money? Is it trying to diversify an audience? Whatever it is, but being really clear, I think that really helps.
I think having good buy-in from leadership teams, uh, and boards if necessary as well, you know, making sure the organisation is aligned behind this project because it will take time and it will take [00:29:00] resource. And so making sure that, that everyone's behind it, I think, really, really helps. And I suppose aligned to that, just being realistic about the time it's gonna take.
Like, it will take people's time. It has to be a commitment, and like, if it's a really busy year for you anyway because of, you know, a certain program that you've got going on or you've got a lot of change going on in the organisation already, maybe it's not the right time to do the project, and I think just being really honest about whether it is or not.
I think sort of when we've seen the odd projects implode, it's probably been more where, yeah, the idea just keeps changing. You're six months in, seven months in, nine months in, and the idea keeps flipping and flopping and changing, and it never settles. And I think the longer that goes on, everyone kind of loses a bit of faith in, in a project and, and that can be really difficult.
And then I think occasionally we've seen examples of maybe where a board member or someone very senior in, in the organisation just sort of gets wind of a project and they think it should be something completely different. That can be really difficult for people to [00:30:00] manage when they're or maybe already halfway through, and then there's kind of contradictory information coming from above, "Oh, let's not do that.
let's do something else." Um, so I think, yeah, just getting all of that stuff aligned early on is really important.
Emma McGarry: I'm gonna wrap up with a question that we- we've slotted in fairly recently, haven't we? Um, I say I can't take credit for that. That- It was Adam. It was all Adam ... Adam's special, wasn't it? Adam.
Um, we just wanna know what's one digital, cultural, or network recommendation you'd like to leave our listeners with? So for digital, that could be a tool, an app, a campaign. Culture could be an exhibition, an artwork, an event. And network, a person, an organisation, or community that you think people should get involved with.
Carl Stevens: I'm gonna go for something digital. I think it's a bit cultural as well, actually. Um, but about a year ago, me and my son discovered something called geocaching, which don't know if you've come across. No. Um, but we love that. And I love it. You know, it's a, it's an app basically like a, a big treasure hunt.
People go and hide these little capsules with, um, uh, [00:31:00] sometimes with little trinkets in them in, in different places, and you can find them on the app and go and locate them. Um, and it's loads of fun. Gets us out to lots of weird and wonderful alleyways, uh finding sort of weird things buried in, you know, tree roots and stuff like that.
But, um, I really like the fact that it's, it's that brilliant blend of kind of digital and analog. You know, you've got an app that helps you go and find things, and you can log, you know, when you've found them and things like that. But actually, once you've done that, you're out in the real world scrapping around in the mud, uh, you know, trying to find something really personal.
A little, you know, damp notebook that people put dates on. And I, I absolutely love that.
Emma McGarry: And what's the best thing you've found?
Carl Stevens: The best thing we've found. We haven't we haven't found loads of, like, exciting things in them, but the best, I think the best geocache we found was one of the really, really, really tiny ones, and it was in, like, a fence post, uh, down some back alley somewhere in Stockport, I think.
Emma McGarry: Sounds great.
Carl Stevens: Yeah, yeah. I mean, that's, that's where I spend most of my time. Um, but it was so [00:32:00] well-hidden. Like, it literally just looked like a nail. And, like, we were there, honestly, we must have been there for half an hour, like, "Where is it?" Pulling all sorts of stuff up. And then when we finally found it, it was like, "Yeah."
Emma McGarry: Oh, great. Well, I'm gonna be getting on that after this.
James Akers: Yeah. That sounds great. Maybe there's some around here.
Carl Stevens: They tend to... Well, I don't know about in the city center. They tend to be in quite weird and wonderful places away from where there's too many people, but you never know.
James Akers: Well, thanks for joining us today in Central Library. Bye!
Emma McGarry: Bye!
