
People of a ll d isab ilit ies can  w ork  su ccess­

fu lly  in a cu sto m e r se rv ic e  e n v iro n m e n t 

w ith  a h igh  le v e l o f c u s to m e r c o n ta c t . 

H o w e v e r su ce ss  re q u ire s  on go in g  c o m ­

m itm e n t from  th e  e m p lo y e e , th e  team  

and m anagem ent. The strategies to enab le  

peo p le  of d iffe ring  ab ilit ie s  do not have to 

be huge o r co stly . Th e  strateg ies used at 

M aroochy L ib ra ries w ere  s im p le  and show  

w h at can  be ach ieved  w hen  em ploying  an 

in d iv id u a l w ith  a d isab ility .

M a ro o ch y  L ib ra r ie s  em p lo ye d  a h earing  

im p a ire d  e m p lo ye e  (K e rria n n e ) in a per­

m an ent part-tine  po sition  for 12 m onths 

w h ic h  w as la ter extend ed  to 18 m onths. 

K e rrian n e 's  h ea rin g  loss is severe  to pro­

fo u n d , w h ic h  m e an s w ith o u t  h e a rin g  

a ids or v isu a l cu es norm al co n versa tion a l 

sp eech  can n o t be understood . She re lies 

on h e a rin g  a id s , lip - re a d in g  and  v isu a l 

cu es in c o m m u n ica tio n .

H e r p o s it io n  is e q u a l ly  sp lit  b e tw e e n  

cu sto m e r s e rv ic e  and b ack  room  d uties . 

W h e n  she began w o rk in g  for the lib rary , 

it w a s  c le a r  that a n u m b e r o f stra teg ies 

w o u ld  need to be em ployed  to ensure the 

su cce ss  of the ap po in tm ent both for Ker­

r ia n n e  and  fo r the  o rg an isa tio n . Jane , as 

m anager, w as aw are  that Kerrianne's hear­

ing im pairm ent w o u ld  affect both the team 

and  the cu stom ers.

c e s s f u l l y
Jane's v iew po int

i c e  e n v i r o n m e n t

Strateg ies used

• Kerrian n e  e xp la in ed  her hearing  loss to 

team  in a staff m eeting  and  d e scrib e d  

her needs for e ffective  co m m u n ica tio n  

w ith  team  and custom ers: for e xam p le , 

in one-on-one in te ractio n s, m ake  sure 

eye con tact has been m ade before start­

ing to ta lk , not to ju m p  into co n ve rsa ­

tions, and  to be patient.

• Team  m em bers w e re  g iven  perm ission  

to to u ch  K e rr ia n n e  on the arm  to get 

her attention ; a n ecessity  in a busy c u s­

tom er se rv ice  environm ent w ith  a lot of 

ve rb a l activ ity .

• Team  m e m b e rs  w e re  in v ite d  to  ask  

q uestions and express th e ir co n ce rn s .

• B ra in sto rm in g  a c t iv it y : the  team  c o n ­

tributed  ideas and suggestions tow ards 

m anag ing  ch a lleng es .

• W ritte n  in fo rm ation  p rov ided  v ia  staff 

n e w s le tte r, im p o rtan t fo r sta ff w h o se  

co n tact m ay o n ly  be v ia  phone .

• A 'm e e t in g  b u d d y 'w a s  nom inated  w h o  

w o u ld  c la r ify  issues and  in fo rm a tio n  

ra ised  in m eetings, ve rb a l in stru ctio ns 

th ro u g h o u t th e  day, and  e m e rg e n c y  

s ituations.

• S p ec ia l phones w ith  flash ing  light and 

h e a rin g  a id  c o m p a t ib il it y  w e re  p u r­

c h a se d . T h e se  a re  not 1 0 0  p e r ce n t 

p e rfe c t -  in d is t in c t v o ic e s , cu sto m e rs 

ca llin g  from  m ob ile  phones and outside 

noises p icked  up from  c lie n ts  e n v iro n ­

m ent pose d ifficu lties , so in these situa­

tions another team  m em ber w o u ld  take 

over the c a ll.

• A  request w as sent to the w id e r  lib ra ry  

n e tw o rk  for suggestions that o ther or­

g an isa tions have used.

• S igns in p u b lic  areas a le rtin g  cu sto m ­

ers to h e a rin g  im p a irm e n t a re  b e ing  

tr ia lle d . K e rrian n e  also  w e a rs  a badge 

that states she has hearing  im p a irm ent 

and requests c lie n ts  to sp eak  c le a rly .

• In fo rm a l m en to rin g  w as p ro v id e d  v ia  

ongo ing  support, e n co u rag e m e n t and 

a d v ic e  an d  th is h e lp ed  K e r ia n n e  d e ­

ve lo p  c o n fid e n c e , im p ro ve  a b il ity  to 

problem  so lve , and bridge gaps in sk ills  

and know led g e .

The in c lu s io n  of a hearin g -im p a ired  team  

m em ber presented  a ch a lle n g e  to se rv ice  

d e live ry  and the operation  o f the team  in 

the lib ra ry . W e  n eed ed  to m ake  a l lo w ­

an ces for Ke rrian n e 's h earing  im p a irm ent 

and d eve lo p  an aw a re n e ss  o f her needs. 

H o w ever, having  her on board as a team  

m em ber has had huge benefits . A s a team 

m em ber K e rrian n e  assisted  the lib ra ry  in 

re flecting  ou r co m m u n ity , w h ic h  in c lu d es 

m em bers w ith  a range of d isab ilit ie s . Staff 

w o rk in g  w ith  Kerrian n e  learnt to be m ore 

to le ran t and  pa tien t o f in d iv id u a l d iffe r­

e n ce s . O n  a d a ily  b a s is  K e rr ia n n e  d e m ­

onstrated e xce lle n t cu stom er se rv ice  sk ills  

and her attention  to custo m ers and  th e ir 

needs w as exe m p la ry . Th e  M arooch ydo re  

L ib ra ry  has betw een  8 0 0 - 1 2 0 0  v is ito rs  a 

day and in p ractice  Kerrianne  exp e rienced  

no m ore d iff ic u lt ie s  w ith  custo m ers than 

an y  o ther sta ff m em b er. H e r c h a lle n g e s  

w ere  d iffe rent, but no greater than  those 

faced  by an y  cu sto m er se rv ice  o ffice r in a 

busy en v iro nm en t.

Kerrianne 's v iew po int

The positive  and supp ortive  attitude o f my 

m anager, team  and  m anagem ent w as sig­

n ifican t in ove rco m in g  the ch a lleng es that 

arose from  being  a hearin g -im p a ired  e m ­

ployee in a busy custom er se rv ice  oriented 

w o rkp lace . I w as asked  w hat I needed and 

given tim e and sp ace  to d e te rm in e  those 

needs. Th is w as ve ry  he lp fu l as there w ere  

severa l in te rp e rso n a l, e n v iro n m e n ta l and 

te ch n o lo g ica l facto rs that I co u ld n 't have 

p red icted  w ith o u t the o p p o rtu n ity  to e x ­

pe rien ce  them . O n c e  I had an idea o f the 

needs and  c h a lle n g e s  w e re , steps w e re  

taken  to d ea l w ith  th e m . The  steps took 

the form  of strategies o u tlined  ab ove  and 

the o p p o rtu n ity  to p a rt ic ip a te  in a v a r i­

ety o f lea rn ing  and tra in ing  opportun ities 

p rov ided  by the o rg an isa tio n . Th e  p u b lic  

w as not a lw ays to lerant or aw are  and I had 

the opportun ity to acce ss  the Em p loym ent 

A cce ss  S e rv ice  to d e b rie f and learn  som e 

strategies to h and le  these s ituations asser­

tive ly .

Kerrianne  Robertson , L ib ra ry  A ssistan t 

M aroochy L ib ra r ie s

jane  Stronach , A cting  L ib ra ry  C o o rd in a to r 

M aroochy L ib ra rie s
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