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INTRODUCTION
On August 2, 2017 Elsevier announced 
its acquisition of bepress, the academic 
software firm that produces Digital Com-
mons–an institutional repository platform 
used by libraries across North America. At 
the University of Western Ontario, the larg-
est bepress institution in Canada, the news 
came as a surprise to library staff. Conflict-
ing opinions arose: our users appreciated 
Digital Commons’ features, but to use an 
Elsevier product for a repository intended to 
disseminate open access (OA) works would 
run contrary to our organizational and 
professional values. Our professional ethos 
to support equitable access to scholarship 

and our professional ideal of user-centered 
decision making seemed to be in direct op-
position to one another. At least, that was 
the conflict that we anticipated, until we 
realized that the individual values of West-
ern Libraries’ staff–and subsequently their 
individual understandings of OA–are not as 
homogenous as we had first assumed. As 
Roger C. Schonfeld (2017b) put it, we have 
over time failed to “align unambiguously 
on what [our library and its support for OA 
are] trying to accomplish.” Without a strong 
foundation, we have consequently failed to 
create meaningful strategic avenues within 
our organization to engage with our com-
munity around OA, and to achieve our goals 
related to open scholarship.

As we wrestled with this conflict and 
emotion, we recognized that we as a library 
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cannot practice according to our values if 
we do not know what our values are. We 
confronted head-on our assumption that 
our organizational values were clear-cut 
and in stark contrast to users’ needs, which 
was preventing our ability to respond to 
Elsevier’s acquisition of bepress. To make an 
informed decision in the face of the Elsevier 
acquisition, we needed to provide space 
for all staff perspectives related to OA to be 
heard. Only by doing so could we begin to 
collectively shape an understanding of and 
strategy for OA. In reality, our values were 
more nuanced than we had initially antici-
pated, which is something we only came to 
realize after providing staff with a space to 
articulate their perspectives. Throughout 
this process, we challenged the notion that 
our organizational policies and practices are 
an accurate reflection of the values of the 
entire staff complement. By turning the lens 
that we use to understand the needs of our 

users on ourselves, we were able to unpack 
our individual values and create a meaning-
ful, grassroots policy statement on OA.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT
Western Libraries is one of the top ten 
research libraries in Canada, encompassing 
eight service locations distributed across 
the University of Western Ontario campus. 
It is also a member of the Ontario Coun-
cil of University Libraries, the Canadian 
Association of Research Libraries, and the 
Association of Research Libraries. The size 
and scope of Western Libraries’ collection is 
in keeping with that of a research-intensive 
university, with access to an impressive 
array of collections and content (includ-
ing OA content made available through 
numerous publishers and organizations) 
to support students and faculty across 
thirteen faculties and nearly one hundred 
departments. Western Libraries’ collections 

and services are further enhanced through 
its collaborative relationship with three af-
filiated university college libraries: Brescia 
University College, Huron University Col-
lege, and King’s University College.

For over a decade Western Libraries oper-
ated under a liaison model with librarians 
and archivists providing research, instruc-
tion, and collections support for one or 
more campus departments. In June 2017, 
following many months of staff consulta-
tion and planning, the library adminis-
tration proposed its new Organizational 
Renewal Initiative in which library services 
are built around five core functional areas: 
User Experience & Student Engagement; 
Teaching and Learning; Research and Schol-
arly Communication; Content Management, 
Discovery, and Access; and Archives and 
Special Collections. The new emphasis on 
Research and Scholarly Communication 
necessarily shifted the work associated with 
OA from a committee related mandate to 
the individual core responsibilities of team 
members, which in turn necessitated a 
critical conversation about why and how we 
value and support OA.

Concomitant with the organizational 
renewal was the library’s decision to 
discontinue its OA Fund which existed to 
support authors wishing to publish articles 
in OA journals that charge article processing 
charges (APCs).  There was consensus that 
the OA Fund was not an efficient model to 
support OA in a broad way. The fund only 
supported the publication of a few papers, 
most of which were published by large 
for-profit publishers. Spending that same 
amount on institutional memberships or 
similar initiatives that support OA publish-
ing and open infrastructure would allow us 
to support more authors on campus, or to 
explore alternative funding and OA publish-
ing models. This decision gestured toward a 
more values-based approach to supporting 
OA; however, any values underpinning the 
rationale were not made explicit.

This is not to say that Western Libraries 

Figure 1: Finalized concept map formed in response to the prompt, “What is open access?”

https://esteyshelving.com/lw
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did not value OA prior to the reorganiza-
tion; quite the contrary. Our approach to 
supporting OA (and scholarly communica-
tion work in general), however, tended to 
be risk-averse and conservative, focused on 
the how of OA rather than the why. Public 
facing messaging about OA was centered 
on meeting compliance-based mandates 
such as those established by the Tri-Agency 
1 and other grant funding bodies, with very 
little emphasis placed on the values of OA. 
Support for researchers was reactionary and 
scatter-shot due to the reality that knowl-
edge and expertise for OA was concentrated 
in one or two individuals who were doing 
this work on top of other full time responsi-
bilities. The organizational renewal provided 
a mechanism for knowledge transfer that 
would facilitate a more distributed, coordi-
nated, and intentional approach to OA sup-
port. Another example of Western Libraries’ 
early efforts to support OA is our long and 
fruitful relationship with bepress. Since 
2009, bepress has been used to power our 
institutional repository, Scholarship@West-
ern, which collects, disseminates, archives, 
and preserves a variety of materials created 
or sponsored by the University of Western 
Ontario. In December 2017, Scholarship@
Western achieved a milestone with its five 
millionth download, and as of June 14, 
2018 there were 24,564 works posted and 
5,825,028 downloads. Much of our support 
for OA centered on the benefits of using 
the institutional repository, making the me-
chanics of OA a focal point. It was Elsevier’s 
unanticipated acquisition of bepress that 
provided a tipping point for a system-wide 
conversation about OA.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Our approach to unfurling and reconstitut-
ing our understanding of and support for 
OA was informed by the coalescing of three 
factors.

Community Response to bepress Acquisition
With the renewed focus on building capac-
ity to support OA work in our local con-
text, the acquisition of bepress by Elsevier 
shocked our campus community. We were 
not alone. Educational institutions across 
North America reacted adversely to the 
surprise announcement. On the day bepress 
announced this acquisition, individual 
reactions ranged from fear to rage to disap-
pointment. As bepress customers were not 
consulted with or notified before the public 
announcement, emotions ran high (Schon-

feld, 2017a) 2. Within hours, librarians and 
scholars were calling for the identification 
and/or development of alternative solu-
tions (O’Keefe, 2017). In the days following, 
organizations began to take action. The 
Public Knowledge Project (PKP) released a 
statement targeted at bepress users who 
publish original content through the Digital 
Commons journal-hosting platform. This 
statement not only detailed the potential 
benefits of using PKP’s Open Journal System, 
but also announced the development of a 
migration plugin specifically designed to 
move content away from Digital Commons 
(Stranack, 2017). Within and outside of 
the academic library community, tensions 
related to the acquisition remained high 
for several months; within one month, 
the Scholarly Publishing and Academic 
Resources Coalition (SPARC) issued a direct 
and public statement detailing their disap-
pointment at Elsevier’s business practices 
that are antithetical and incompatible with 
OA work:

The acquisition is especially troubling for 
the hundreds of institutions that use Digital 
Commons to support their open access re-
positories. These institutions now find their 
repository services owned and managed 
by Elsevier, a company well known for its 
obstruction of open access and repositories 
(Joseph & Shearer, 2017).

This discon-

tent turned into action on the part of many 
libraries. Most notably, the University of 
Pennsylvania issued a statement about 
their intentions to leave bepress because 
of the acquisition in November 2017. They 
called this plan “Operation beprexit.” They 
approached their intended migration with 
an emphasis on clearly articulating why 
they support an institutional repository and 
what types of supports or services those 
values might spawn (Allen, Wipperman & 
Whitebloom, 2017). They concluded their 
statement with a call to action to the aca-
demic community to “…find solutions that 
align with our values as researchers, librar-
ies, and universities and serve our collective 
communities’ needs” (Leaven, 2017).

Values-based practice
The values of librarianship, institutional val-
ues (both at the university and library-level), 
and the values of individual library work-
ers have often been invoked as the tides of 
practice change. Historically, library research 
has tended to focus on demonstrating 
library value to external stakeholders as 
opposed to understanding library values 
(Drabinski & Walter, 2016). The library com-
munity is experiencing an internal conflict 
as we struggle to both be a “neutral” space 
welcome to anyone, while we also attempt 
to work in a socially conscious way, impos-

Figure 2: Finalized concept map formed in response to the prompt, “Why does (or should) Western Librar-
ies support open access?

https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/
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ing our values and using our “neutral” posi-
tion within the community to be anything 
but apolitical (Lewis, 2008; Sendaula, 2017; 
Weissinger, 2003). At the same time, we 
have begun to reflect more critically on our 
practice, evaluating the ways we have por-
trayed ourselves as neutral while still acting 
in ways that demonstrate our privilege 
(Christen, 2017).

In the business world, values-based 
practice is defined as “… doing the right 
thing for the right reasons and not compro-
mising core principles” (Dean, 2008). There 
is an enormous body of literature on the 
positive impact of values-based leadership 
on stewarding a successful business career, 
a better workplace culture, and a more 
profitable corporation. However, in librarian-
ship, the term “values-based” tends to refer 
to a set of core values as articulated by an 
organization or professional society. Most 
notably, the American Library Association’s 
Core Values of Librarianship document is 
used as the backbone of many articles on 
values-based practice in libraries (Miller, 
2007). These values, however, were not 
sourced by the library community at large; 
rather, they were initially created by a small 
task force. Each member of the task force 
was asked to identify values they felt were 
of universal importance across all libraries. 
Over one hundred values were proposed, 

and the task force whittled these one 
hundred down to eight (Weissinger, 2003). 
Individual subfields of librarianship have 
issued calls for a need to define a statement 
of core values to facilitate improved col-
laboration and goal-setting in a nebulous or 
rapidly changing field (Spiro, 2012; Ferguson 
& Bunge, 1997). However, in more recent 
calls for values-statements, there is an ac-
knowledgement that statements of shared 
values can limit growth and experimental 
work that pushes the boundaries of these 
values. As such, Spiro recommends that 
these values-statements be created with 
significant community contribution, in order 
to build consensus around the final product 
(Spiro, 2012).

Design Thinking and Consensus Building
The rise of User Experience and Design 
Thinking methodologies in libraries has 
provided a framework with which to build 
consensus around service and space design. 
Its most popular applications have been in 
rethinking library spaces beyond the carrel 
and rethinking the library’s presence online. 
Typical applications involve direct consulta-
tion with or observation of users (Grguric, 
Rigling, Waller & Cross, 2017). However, it is 
important to establish a common under-
standing of organizational goals and strate-
gies before taking on a human-centered 

design project. Only by beginning with 
an internal focus can a library align user 
needs with an organization’s priorities and 
mission (Heath, 2016). Design thinking has 
also proved to be an effective way to parse 
together disparate concepts and identify 
common themes and connections to create 
effective policies that account for obstacles 
(Mintrom & Luetjens, 2016). By creating 
a concept map of a problem space, one is 
able to both broadly identify the range of 
ideas associated with the space and to also 
narrow down these ideas to start forming 
consensus and identifying meaningful pat-
terns (Knudtson, 2016).

OUR APPROACH
As members of the Scholarly Communica-
tions Subcommittee at Western Libraries, 
we each had a vested interest in supporting 
“open” on campus and had volunteered our 
time to committee work. Our project team 
was comprised of Emily Carlisle, a co-op 
student from the Faculty of Information and 
Media Studies working on special projects 
related to journal hosting and the institu-
tional repository, Courtney Waugh, a liaison 
librarian with research interests in critical 
librarianship and an emerging professional 
focus in scholarly communication, and Lil-
lian Rigling, a recent librarian hire and the 
newly appointed co-chair of the Scholarly 
Communications Subcommittee with a 
background in user experience design work. 
Each of us brought a unique perspective to 
this problem space, but we shared the com-
mon goal of rethinking OA work.

Hoping to establish a common under-
standing of organizational values around 
OA—with which we could begin to collec-
tively shape an OA strategy that effectively 
serves our users—we employed an iterative 
design thinking process and design thinking 
strategies, specifically concept mapping. We 
approached this as an exploratory project, 
generating buy-in first from the Scholarly 
Communications Subcommittee. On behalf 
of the Scholarly Communications Subcom-
mittee, we invited participants from across 
Western Libraries and our affiliate librar-
ies to explore how we define OA, and why 
and how our libraries support it. Held on 
October 23, 2017 (and coinciding with the 
first day of Open Access Week 2017), our 
collaborative discussion brought nineteen 
participants from five different campus 
libraries, who together represented a range 
of job titles and levels of seniority. Student 
assistants, library assistants, and librar-

Figure 3: Finalized concept map formed in response to the prompt, “How does (or could) Western Libraries 
support open access?”
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ians were in attendance, coming from, for 
example, library information resources man-
agement, our map and data center, our busi-
ness library, and our Faculty of Information 
and Media Studies Graduate Library that 
supports the ALA-accredited MLIS program.

Following a discussion of OA in gen-
eral, each attendee was asked to consider 
their opinion in response to the following 
prompts:
• What is open access?
• Why does (or should) Western Libraries 

support open access?
• How does (or could) Western Libraries 

support open access?

Participants were encouraged to inde-
pendently write as many ideas as possible 
on individual sticky notes. After recording 
their responses on sticky notes, attendees 
worked in three groups to collaboratively 
generate concept maps out of the indi-
vidual responses to each prompt. Similar 
responses were grouped together under 
encompassing terms, while relationships 
between each of the grouped concepts were 
captured and articulated.

All three groups were given an oppor-
tunity to rework each of the concept maps. 
Each group spent a few minutes interpret-
ing the concept map and making changes 
as they saw different or missing connec-
tions or ideas. The groups then presented 
back to all in attendance, and a discussion 
was held in order to ensure that the ideas 
and relationships captured in the final 
versions (pictured below) reflected group 
consensus. The three concept maps to-
gether illustrate each attendee’s individual 
understandings of OA, made meaningful 
by a visual structure that represents the 
group’s understandings of OA. 

We also attempted to address any gaps 
in the concept maps by having a broader, 
open-ended discussion about how we cur-
rently present OA to our community and 
how other similar institutions present OA. 
We provided anonymized OA statements 

from several university libraries and had 
participants write down as individuals what 
they thought worked well and what could 
be improved. We then had an open-ended 
conversation about these statements and 
what potential qualities would improve the 
efficacy and comprehensiveness of Western 
Libraries’ statement. Finally, we distributed 
an anonymous survey to assess the event 
for individuals who had attended, and to 
provide an opportunity for individuals who 
were unable to attend to offer feedback on 
the three questions we posed for the con-
cept maps as well as on the general topic of 
Western’s OA statement.

A New Statement
These concept maps, the virtual partici-

pation, and the artifacts of the discussion 
were used to inform Western Libraries’ new 
statement on OA. Courtney Waugh, who 
had been involved in the session planning 

but was not present during the collabora-
tive event, brought a fresh perspective that 
was helpful for analyzing and synthesizing 
the data. Drawing on the concept map visu-
als and the sticky notes produced by each 
attendee, she identified central themes 
that best captured how Western Libraries 
defines OA, and why and how our Libraries 
support it. Central themes were determined 
from recurring terms in individuals’ sticky 
notes, and from the differentiated groups 
that brought together related ideas in the 
concept maps. These themes, coupled with 
attendees’ suggestions for improving the ex-
isting OA statement (pictured below), were 
then incorporated into a new and improved 
OA statement.

The new statement takes a more proac-
tive position on OA, highlighting Western 
Libraries’ commitment to key values embed-
ded in OA such as equitable access, innova-

Figure 4: Identified areas for improvement in our old open access statement

https://www.lib.uwo.ca/scholarship/index.html
https://www.lib.uwo.ca/scholarship/index.html
https://www.arifkin.com/index.php?section=store&subsection=viewitem&idn=750
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tion in research, and the sharing and reuse 
of new ideas. The statement also describes 
how Western Libraries partners with re-
searchers looking to pursue open avenues, 
highlighting services such as individual 
consultations, education via outreach and 
workshops, self-archiving support, institu-
tional memberships, and journal publish-
ing. Additionally, the statement recognizes 
that in an evolving scholarly ecosystem, 
“experimentation is necessary in order for 
libraries, publishers, and our communi-
ties to find sustainable models for open 
research.” As such, the statement is flex-
ible, subject to change as Western Libraries’ 
commitment to OA is embodied in new or 
adapted services.

More importantly, the new statement 
reflects understandings of OA across dif-
ferent roles and levels in our library system. 
Throughout Western Libraries, staff in dif-
ferent roles and departments have devel-
oped understandings of OA that are rooted 
in their personal experiences and interac-
tions with Western’s community. Consider-
ing these understandings and experiences 
during the process of developing the new 
statement has allowed for the creation of a 
statement that captures values and services 
related to OA in their most relevant sense to 
Western Libraries’ staff and community.

Perhaps because of the new statement’s 
reflection of staff values within and across 
Western Libraries, the initial draft made its 
way to senior leadership with little objec-
tion. The approval of leadership was crucial 
for us in a time of transition, but because of 

the enormous amount of change happening 
within the organization at the time of this 
project, we anticipated our project might be 
subject to backlog. Additionally, because of 
the grassroots nature of this project, we were 
unsure of how it would be received; we had 
not sought administrative approval to write 
a new OA statement. However, given the 
significant artifacts of our process, and the 
transparency in our consultation, the leader-
ship was prepared to receive the statement 
and our wait for approval was short.

We presented the new statement to 
members of our Ontario library consortium 
at the Ontario Library Association Super 
Conference in 2018 and received a similarly 
positive response. Since its official imple-
mentation in January 2018, the new OA 
statement has provided a solid foundation 
on which to make thoughtful decisions 
about Western Libraries’ support for OA. It 
has inspired the pursuit of initiatives that 
align with our communal values; for ex-
ample, investment in institutional member-
ships to OA initiatives or open infrastructure 
and active investigation of open educational 
resources. In the coming months the state-
ment is also set to inform a campus-wide 
OA policy—a move that aligns with the 
value that Western Libraries places on hav-
ing the campus community recognize OA 
as a priority. Built out of a focus on build-
ing consensus around values and service, 
the new statement is proving an effective 
means of pursuing actions that are rooted 
in our organizational values.

IMPLICATIONS FOR LIBRARY POLICY 
DEVELOPMENT
Throughout this process, we recognized that 
this strategy was not only an effective way 
to create meaningful change with a new 
statement, but also that the process itself 
disrupted organizational norms around 
policy creation and empowered new voices 
to be represented in library policy. By inviting 
participation from casual and part-time em-
ployees, students, and library assistants, we 
heard different and valuable perspectives. 
Additionally, by creating an environment 
where non-administrators represented 
the overwhelming majority of participants 
and all participants had an opportunity to 
contribute their individual ideas without 
attaching their identity or position, we did 
our best to disrupt organizational power 
structures at play in a typical committee. 
By continuing this strategy for our work, we 
may over time be able to increase participa-
tion from library assistants, student staff, 
and non-managers in articulating the cre-
ation of organizational values and culture.

The artifacts we produced from this 
event, including photos, sticky notes, and 
virtual feedback, provided strong documen-
tation to support the choices we made in 
synthesizing the data. For example, when 
a question was posed after the release of 
the statement about the choice of the term 
“equitable access” as opposed to “equal 
access,” we were able to point specifically to 
the place on the “Why support open access” 
concept map where equity and equality 
were discussed, and elaborate on that dis-

» Throughout this process, we recognized that this 
strategy was not only an effective way to create 
meaningful change with a new statement, but also 
that the process itself disrupted organizational norms 
around policy creation and empowered new voices to be 
represented in library policy.

https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/wlpres/60/
http://www.normicro.com
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cussion. These artifacts will also prove help-
ful with generating administrative buy-in as 
we move forward in scaling our approach to 
create a campus-level OA statement.

CONCLUSION
Libraries are having more crucial conversa-
tions about neutrality, and are working to 
strike a balance of service-oriented and 
social-justice-oriented work. We have been 
broadly interpreting our post-Enlightenment 
era value of “access to information” to strive 
for a nuanced and intricate understanding of 
equity within information access. However, in 
order to continue aligning our practices with 
our values, it is important that we not only ar-
ticulate the values of the profession, but also 
explore our personal values. As facilitators, 
we were challenged to articulate our own un-
derstanding of open and work to incorporate 
our conceptions with those of our colleagues. 
What we would have approached as word-
smithing and editorial work in a committee-
setting, we saw instead as an opportunity for 
personal exploration. The process was also 
liberating for us as Western Libraries staff. 
By clearly articulating our commitment to 
OA services as a way to contribute to equity 
of the global knowledge base, we were able 
to reimagine conversations with our local 
community and make room for experimenta-
tion with new ideas. It also allowed us to say 
no to projects and partnerships that didn’t 
share our values. For example, when asked to 
support a membership with a publisher to 
support Article Processing Charges for hybrid 
journals, we were able to clearly refer to our 
statement and only support “publishers or 
organizations that develop and advance open 
infrastructure.” Finally, by making the process 
inclusive of any staff member who indicated 
interest, it began to open the doors for new 
conversations between staff. We have been 
able to strike project teams that are inclusive 
of staff and librarians who do not have job 
titles or job description that mention “open” 
but who bring a unique perspective and pas-
sion to the table.

By practicing librarianship through the 
exploration of our own values, we can de-
velop meaningful and actionable policy and 
service. Turned on ourselves, design thinking 
is a powerful means to identify individual 
and organizational values and to develop 
policies out of communal values. With this 
basis we can then begin an external ap-
proach, aligning our users’ needs with the 
mission and values that are prioritized across 
our organizations or profession as a whole. n
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BY NANCY H. ABASHIAN 

INTRODUCTION 
Managers and supervisors within libraries 
often find themselves charged with the task 
of transforming their organizations with 
little instruction as to where to begin. At the 
same time, these leaders are often posi-
tioned within their organizations in such a 
way that the organizational culture prevents 
access to necessary ongoing support for 
change. They find themselves unable to 
reorganize and revitalize their teams based 
on their assessment of talent and ability. 
Being paralyzed with a perceived structural 
inability to change the players as necessary 
by balancing skill sets to form effective, 
functional and innovative departments can 
undermine their best intentions. 

While managers and supervisors often 
struggle to align their workflows with the 
appropriate talent already available within 
their organizations, long time employees 
find themselves unable to identify clearly 
outlined opportunities for advancement. 
Employees are limited by a lack of platforms 
from which to demonstrate their abilities 
and highlight their strengths. New hires 
have the added challenge of being trained 
to complete specific tasks by leaders who 
have little to offer in terms of vision for their 
future. Individual transformations are ham-
pered by the lack of flexibility within many 
libraries to promote and position talent to 
where it can be most effectively utilized 
to showcase their abilities, in turn adding 
value to their jobs. Employees, when em-
powered to innovate, can contribute to the 
positive transformation of the organization 
— moving it toward a culture of flexibility 
and adaptability which is better suited to 
meet the ever evolving needs of its patrons. 

Managers need to persistently analyze 
the talent within their organizations and to 
seek opportunities to highlight these tal-
ents. Identifying these opportunities and as-
signing them effectively creates leverage to 
positively impact the structure of their work 

environment. Armed with a vision and a 
needs assessment of the organization, stra-
tegic realignment can be achieved. Stake-
holders such as a library’s administration 
must participate in the process from the 
top down and should include buy-in from 
the employees who are being positioned 
for promotion and reorganization. Leaders 
must also consider that within their work-
place some employees are geared to change 
through advancement, others are content 
to perform effectively and do not desire 
promotion or advancement via change. 
Respecting these employees and the role 
they serve on a team is important when 
considering reorganization. Understanding 
that both types of employees are assets to 
the library, one must identify who wants to 
climb the proverbial ladder, and honor those 
who do not — recognizing them for their 
dedication and service to the library. 

Clearly outlining the path of advance-
ment can enhance a sense of purpose and 
provide benchmarks for an employee’s 
personal goal setting. Providing employ-
ees tools and communication channels to 
allow then to present ideas, innovations, 
and workflow efficiencies can influence 
their manager and subsequent supervi-
sors to take their projects, their library, and 

themselves to the next level of success ─ 
whether it be promotion or to simply do 
their job better. Encouraging employees to 
take full advantage of these opportunities 
to showcase their work and talents builds 
trust, buy-in, loyalty and productivity. 

Transformational leadership and its 
related leadership philosophies can provide 
guidance to the middle manager looking to 
implement change from within the organiza-
tion. Delivering the message up the organiza-
tional chain to administrative stakeholders is 
critical to that mission in order for the work 
toward reorganization and revitalization to 
begin. In addition, giving consideration to the 
employees they serve, and the opportunities 
that can enhance their workplace experience, 
are in the best interest of the holistic well-
being of the organization. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Leadership 
Managers have a variety of styles from 
which to choose when developing their 
individual approach to leadership. These 
leadership theories are often similar, 
combining facets of popular styles such as 
transactional leadership, servant leadership, 
and charismatic leadership. In order to pro-
vide context, it is necessary to define these 

Reorganizing a 
Library Department

» A Case Study in Transformational Leadership

Fig. 1: Organization structure with Reader Services, Resource Sharing and Access Services as three separate 
departments.
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styles in a general way in order to point out 
where they intersect with transformational 
leadership — the focus of this paper. Loosely 
defined, transactional leadership refers to a 
style in which expectations of an exchange 
relationship between the leader and fol-
lower are clearly expressed by the leader.1 
Servant leadership tends to place the focus 
on the follower’s needs: emphasis is placed 
on emulation of the leader’s service orienta-
tion to the follower.2 Charismatic leaders 
use their personality to motivate and inspire 
followers based on the power of their per-
suasive techniques.3 

Considering the environment where one 
works, the type of people who are leading 
and the tasks at hand will determine which 
mix of styles works best. In reviewing the 
literature, transformational leadership 
stands out among the other styles as being 
an effective, balanced option for reach-
ing the goal of providing opportunity for 
employees while increasing productivity 
and overall job satisfaction among work-
ers. Transformational leadership embodies 
many of the most valuable characteristics 
of the styles already mentioned that are 
required for changing one’s environment 
on a continuum from the individual to the 
organizational level.4 

 
Transformational Leadership 
“Transformational leaders act as mentors 
to their followers by encouraging learning, 
achievement, and individual development. 
They provide meaning, act as role models, 
provide challenges, evoke emotions, and 
foster a climate of trust.”5 Transformational 
leaders who use charismatic leadership 
principles invoke both emotion and loyalty 
from their employees and create purpose 
and vision among their followers. These 
leaders clearly demonstrate how their 
employees can align with the mission and 
desired culture of the organization for the 
individual and organizational benefit.6 
Emphasis on encouraging employees to 
participate in collaborative teamwork can 
produce a feeling of value as employees are 
empowered to experience success through 
sharing of unexpected discoveries, creative 
insight, inspiration, and intellectual enrich-
ment.7 Through this, organizational com-
munity is built. Harms and Credé8 go on to 
describe the necessity of charisma through 
the demonstration of individual consider-
ation using empathy. They promote emotion 
management, self-awareness and a solid 
sense of purpose and meaning as neces-

sary for the facilitation of transformational 
leadership. According to Harms and Credé,9 
putting the needs of others before one’s 
own personal needs is an appealing and 
inspirational method of gaining trust and 
alliances with employees at all levels within 
the organization. 

Transformational leadership provides a 
framework for creating purpose within an 
organization. Used effectively, this leader-
ship style can bring together the goals of 
the organization with the values of each 
individual employee. This process enhances 
an employee’s ability to envision themselves 
as a valued individual, as an important 
member of a team, and as an essential piece 
of the organizational puzzle. When synthe-
sized by a transformational leader, this pro-
cess, while acknowledging the individual, 
shifts the employee’s focus away from their 
singular self-concept to a broader, inclusive 
understanding of the organization that they 
work within and how their individual work 
impacts it.10 

Bass & Riggio11 distill transformational 
leadership down to an outline of 4 basic ideas: 

idealized influence, inspirational motiva-
tion, intellectual stimulation and individual-
ized consideration. Building on Bass’ original 
framework, Gelard, et al.,12 interprets the 
first concept, idealized influence, as the idea 
that leaders create a feeling of admiration 
and respect among their followers by influ-
encing the follower to identify with them 
in a way that encourages the follower to 
emulate the leader. Furthermore, inspira-
tional motivation is created when a leader 
provides vision and purpose that increases 
enthusiasm and optimism among employ-
ees to enhance their internal value through 
challenging and meaningful work. Intellec-
tual stimulation must be employed to pro-
mote and prompt new and innovate ways of 
thinking as a means to create self-efficacy 
and empowerment from which to encour-
age effective problem solving. Gelard, et al., 
conclude their analysis of Bass and Riggio’s 
framework with this definition of individu-
alized consideration: “this factor in fact 
pays special attention to the needs and also 
capabilities of each individual to help them 
achieve their goal by being and acting as a 
mentor for them. By creating a relationship 
between transformational leadership and 
knowledge, subordinates and individuals 
will be guided to find their potential abilities 
and hence act accordingly. In this process 
individual differences in terms of their 
needs and talents are recognized. The tasks 

are given regarding individuals’ abilities.”13 
Individualized consideration is one of the 
very few intersections of servant leadership 
and transformational leadership as they are 
utilized in organizational performance.14 The 
components of transformational leadership 
which a leader must familiarize themselves 
with in order to be successful stem from 
their emotional intelligence as well as their 
personal charisma. Emotional intelligence is 
an essential element of leadership because 
it drives the emotions of those being led in 
the right direction by the leader.15 

The concepts of transformational leader-
ship are best and most easily applied to 
organizations that perform qualitative over 
quantitative work. Quantitative organiza-
tional cultures more often benefit from a 
more transactional leadership style, one 
that may be more authoritative as these 
organizations tend to reward employees 
on performance measures with bonuses or 
incentives. These rewards are earned by fill-
ing quotas or meeting strict deadlines and 
sales projections.16 Qualitative organizations 
such as libraries thrive under the guidelines 
of transformational leadership because of 
their traditional service models and empha-
sis on social and learning outcomes. This is 
not to say that transactional leadership is 
not beneficial to qualitative environments. 
There are circumstances that will require 
a transactional emphasis.17 On a spectrum 
however, libraries lean heavily toward being 
open to the balance provided by trans-
formational leadership. Transformational 
leadership is highly successful in qualitative 
work environments because it relies on the 
development of people and their emo-
tional investment in both themselves and 
the organization rather than on incentives 
which libraries are not typically designed 
to provide. With objectives deeply rooted 
in increasing the perceived value of the 
individual in order to increase productivity 
which benefits the organization, transfor-
mational leadership positions the leader to 
create buy-in among staff that is necessary 
in order to achieve desired results.18 

 
Leadership in Libraries 
Where then, does transformational leader-
ship fit into libraries? This is an age where 
it is perceived that libraries are racing the 
clock to obsolescence, creating meaning 
in a profession filled with stereotypes. As 
information management evolves libraries 
face new challenges to meet their every-
changing user demographic in a meaningful 



<10> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2018

way.19 Library leaders must be looking for 
opportunities to shift the user’s long-stand-
ing perceptions of libraries while at the 
same time quickly adjusting the workplace 
to adequately meet their demands.20 Not 
only are user expectations diverse and ever 
changing, but so are the expectations of 
workers. As the workplace structure chang-
es, workers must continue to feel supported 
while trying to maintain work-life balance.21 
Leaders should expect that their employees 
will “change as their career unfolds, reshap-
ing what they consider important in life 
and work; likewise, the ideal self becomes 
more protean as life goes on.”22 Leaders 
who consider personal development as a 
natural progression that impacts profes-
sional development will maximize employee 
performance by taking into account the 
transformation of skill sets, commitment, 
and tolerance for change.23 

Studies show that library leaders are 
expected to demonstrate strong communi-
cation skills, dedication to the organization 
and caring for their colleagues.24 Transfor-
mational leaders in libraries can benefit 
from training during their MLIS studies; 
however, not all library leaders are librarians. 
Library leaders are developed via their previ-
ous experiences outside the library and their 
ongoing leadership experience inside the 
library. Through professional development 
including formal and informal training, 
self-study and practice, transformational 
leaders learn to identify their opportunities, 
their strengths and weaknesses and work 
collaboratively with the organization to map 
out their plan for change.25 

In carefully balancing the workload, it 
must be universally understood that as 
new expectations, tasks, and workflows are 
implemented, others must be put aside.26 
As the organization and access to infor-
mation evolve, specialized skills are often 
acquired as the need arises. Often, technolo-
gies designed specifically for libraries need 
significant customization to fit the needs of 
the library it is being implemented in. Some-
times, technologies unrelated to libraries are 
being implemented to bridge the gap where 
there are none yet developed. This presents 
a unique challenge to the transformational 
leader who must secure employee buy-in 
to constantly adapt to the new technol-
ogy or workflow. Libraries must constantly 
evaluate these technologies and motivate 
their employees to assist in developing and 
maximizing these tools to best serve the 
changing needs of library patrons. Library 

employees must be able to collaborate 
with their leader to prioritize the work 

effectively and allow for the sunsetting 
of some workflows.27 Being conscientious 
about eliminating obsolete work in order 
to compensate for new, innovative work is 
transformational for the employee because 
of the individual consideration it requires. 
Presenting employees with the rationale for 
change is motivational while demonstrating 
the measurable benefits of the change is 
inspiring and creates trust in the leader and 
self-efficacy in the employee.28 

 
Staff Development 
Bringing staff in line with the strategic 
goal of any library organization is central to 
the transformational leadership process.29 
Performing an environmental scan to deter-
mine any gaps in the process of meeting the 
organization’s mission and vision is critical.30 
Identifying gaps allows the transformational 
leader to begin the work of helping employ-
ees to realize their full potential through 
targeted professional development opportu-
nities.31 In addition, the organizational scan 
helps to match individuals with opportuni-
ties based on their talents and abilities. 

In keeping with two of Bass’ original 
transformational leadership concepts 
(individual consideration and intellectual 
stimulation), the leader can focus staff 
development on activities that enhance and 
improve an employee’s self-concept while 
at the same time promoting and motivat-
ing learning for improved outcomes.32 For 
the transformational leader, understanding 
that the library organization is ever-evolving 
should necessitate careful planning for the 
ongoing training and enrichment that staff 
need to perform effectively in a climate of 
dramatic change.33 

Utilizing professional development op-
portunities as a means to empower employ-
ees by promoting self-efficacy aligns staff 
development with the concept of idealized 
influence.34 Leaders who earn the respect 
of those they lead inspire them to emulate 
behaviors that the leader expects in order 
to meet the goals of the organization. When 
leaders begin to invest time in creating 
development opportunities for employees, 
employees will likely begin to identify these 
opportunities for themselves based on their 
desire to please both themselves, and their 
leader.35 Doing so leaves a positive impres-
sion of the employee that makes way for 
additional opportunities.36 

According to Rohlander,37 leaders should 

be consistently and actively pursuing more 
efficient ways of working. Inspirational 
motivation can help with staff development 
when seeking to set goals to achieve im-
provements which represent change — and 
often, resolve any resistance to change.38 
In order to overcome resistance and begin 
the process of inspiring their workforce, the 
leader must outline well-defined, achiev-
able goals which have been developed in 
cooperation with the employee.39 Involving 
the employee from the beginning of the 
goal setting process ensures that the goals 
are kept reasonable and are set within the 
reality of the employee’s experience. Being 
realistic with goal setting keeps goals within 
the realm of possibility for the employee.40 
Celebrating successes as goals are met, mo-
tivate both the leader and the employee to 
invest more time, and more energy in seek-
ing out goals which promote the pursuit of 
workflow efficiencies.41 

CASE STUDY 
Background 
Binghamton University Libraries is no 
stranger to coping with transition. Re-
tirements, resignations, new employees, 
new patrons, and new initiatives have all 
produced an organizational demand for 
becoming more responsive to change. The 
university itself has emphasized the need 
for the library to effectively respond to its 
changing environment as it continues to 
grow and expand. It is expected that by 
2020, Binghamton University will be home 
to 20,000 students — up from 11,000 
in 2010.42 Supporting this increase has 
required that the library maximize space, 
increase hours, and absorb the additional 
work required. The expansion requires the 
need for the library to adequately respond 
to a faculty and staff that is growing pro-
portionally to the growth of the student 
body. In an organization stretching to reach 
its goals, maintain services and support its 
staff through these transitions, the library 
has served its employees well by staying 
cognizant of their needs. 

As the university began implement-
ing its plan for expansion, it launched a 
professional development initiative in the 
fall of 2013 geared primarily toward sup-
porting supervisors and cultivating emerg-
ing leaders on campus. The Leadership 
Development Program was created to help 
participants deliver the type of leadership 
necessary at a growing premier university.43 
The program was meant to ensure that a 
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high quality of employee performance and 
service could be delivered to Binghamton 
University students by university faculty and 
staff. Leadership training through the pro-
gram was designed to help the participants 
establish personal and professional goals, 
and to engage in training and dialogue 
with other leaders about the ways effective 
leadership can impact the overall environ-
ment of the workplace. Taught during three 
workshops, and based upon the concepts 
of transformational leadership, participants 
created personal leadership plans to put 
to use in their departments. Outside of the 
workshops, participants were expected to 
implement aspects of their plan, work in co-
operation with an assigned campus mentor, 
and report their experiences back to peers 
and the program’s staff. It was through this 
program that that the initial idea for re-
organizing the Reader Services Department 
(see fig. 1.) which consisted of circulation, 
reserves and interlibrary loan, began in 
earnest. At the time, Reader Services, Access 
Services and Interlibrary Loan-Borrowing 
were considered stand-alone departments 
parallel to Reader Services. 

A unique opportunity within the library 
presented itself at the same time that the 
Leadership Development Program was 
being rolled out to campus. After careful 
analysis of the human resources available, 
the library reallocated the Head of Reader 
Services from a professional position to a 

tenure track faculty librarian position — a 
change which took effect in 2014 and which 
significantly changed the dynamics of the 
department. Where there had never been a 
librarian, there now was one, thereby mea-
surably impacting the organization by in-
creasing visibility and participation in policy 
formation and decision making within the 
library. This change precipitated the hiring 
of a new resource sharing librarian after 
the organization determined that resource 
sharing, which had been a split operation 
between Reader Services which traditionally 
handled interlibrary loan lending, and Tech-
nical Services which handled interlibrary 
loan borrowing, should be combined within 
one department. The new department, now 
known as Reader Services and Resource 
Sharing (see fig. 2), required having to 
move the workspace of several employees. 
Although the location changed, it remained 
consistent with its customary practices with 
little change to process — change occurred 
only in the terms of relocation and very ba-
sic reporting structure. Transition happened, 
but transformation had yet to be achieved. 

Very shortly following the inclusion of 
Resource Sharing into the Reader Services 
Department, the libraries’ dean — whose 
vision it had been to join interlibrary loan 
lending and borrowing— announced his de-
parture from the university. In the months 
that followed, responsibilities increased for 
mid-level managers across the organiza-

tion. Reader Services and Resource Sharing 
employees became very busy as a result of 
having to assume new responsibilities in or-
der to maintain service standards. Although 
very busy, the absence of a dean provided 
opportunities to rely on staff in ways which 
were outside of their day to day job descrip-
tions but which highlighted or brought out 
talents previously overlooked. Instead of 
being a hardship, this was considered by 
the Head of Reader Services and Resource 
Sharing to be very enlightening. As a result, 
the idea of reorganization within the de-
partment, which had been initially consid-
ered during the Leadership Development 
Program continued to gain momentum; 
however, there were still a few components 
missing that were yet to be identified. 

In the year that followed, the libraries 
changed their overall approach to their 
relationship with campus as necessitated 
by the interim dean — not a librarian, but a 
faculty member in an academic department 
on campus. Her focus on outreach and 
library promotion were novel and provided 
insight into the engagement of the larger 
campus community. Placing emphasis on 
looking outward helped to further develop 
the reorganization plan for Reader Services 
and Resource Sharing by helping the depart-
ment reconsider its identity and how it 
wished to present itself to the university. 

It was becoming evident that while 
Reader Services and Resource Sharing was 

Fig 2. Organizational Structure for two separate departments: Reader Services 
and Access Services
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full of talent, the distribution of talent and 
labor was not effective in creating a synthe-
sis within the department. Some employees 
had a lot to do, some had not enough to 
fill their day. Some worked on interesting 
projects, and some were left out. Supervi-
sion was stretched thin, ideas were left on 
the table or often not fully developed due to 
lack of available time and human resources. 
The department’s reporting structure had 
become very flat with most employees 
reporting directly to the head of the depart-
ment. Supporting too many supervisees 
began to negatively impact morale and 
created resistance to change. This is typical 
when individual attention cannot be paid to 
employees who may need support through 
transition or who may need encouragement 
to participate in professional development 
at a higher level.44 

 The retirement of the Director of Ac-
cess Services who had been responsible 
for overseeing stacks maintenance and 
the Libraries’ remote storage facility, was a 
defining event which moved yet another 
department under the Reader Services 
and Resource Sharing umbrella. As a result 
of this, reorganization was critical to the 
successful operation of the department. To 
accomplish this it was necessary to conduct 
an analysis of the work, an inventory of the 
talents and abilities of the staff, an exami-
nation of individual behaviors and a unified 
vision for sustainability and the future. 

REORGANIZATION 
Needs Assessment 
With a new dean on the horizon, the time 
was right for assessing the needs of the 
Reader Services and Resource Sharing de-
partment. From the standpoint of consis-
tency, the department was performing well 
and maintaining operations. In the areas 
of efficiency, innovation, equal distribution 
of labor, communication, and collaboration 
between units: 

(circulation, reserves, interlibrary loan), 
there was room for improvement. Increas-
ing visibility for the department was also an 
identified need as Reader Services and Re-
source Sharing was looking to position itself 
as an innovative and successful example of 
a department within the organization. 

The strengths of the department pro-
vided an excellent foundation to rebuild 
upon. Historical, institutional knowl-
edge existed among several long-serving 
employees. Tried and true processes were 
maintaining services. Knowing what had 

been tried, what had been successful and 
what had failed was useful in planning 
for the future. Patron satisfaction was not 
compromised as customer service stan-
dards were impeccable. 

Weaknesses presented themselves as 
deeply entrenched internal organizational 
behavior— which was to follow orders, 
maintain balance and transition only when 
instructed to do so. Rather than actively par-
ticipating in the planning process, depart-
ment employees were more likely to keep 
ideas to themselves, and follow directions 
without providing constructive feedback. Di-
rectives were often top down, and although 
ideas existed at all levels throughout the 
organization, not all could effectively find 
their way to the top. 

Clear channels for communication and 
for presenting ideas for consideration were 
not evident. Risk was associated with com-
munication missteps that were perceived to 
have negative effects. Speaking up was not 
encouraged because one might inadvertent-
ly skip a link in the communication chain 
leading to reprimand or the shelving of the 
idea. Employees were also unable to deter-
mine where they could apply their talent to 
best benefit the organization as committee 
seats were few in number, hard to identify 
and participation in ongoing projects was 
selective and infrequently changed. 

Where there are weakness, there are op-
portunities. Looking to first impact the cul-
ture of the department, Reader Services and 
Resource Sharing sought to improve com-
munication among its members, provide 
adequate supervisory support, seek regular 
productive input and give a collaborative 
consideration to new ideas and the imple-
mentation of innovation. Much of this could 
be achieved by positioning key employees, 
charged with leading specific teams with 
common goals to focus on small successes 
in their areas. Using these successes to 
highlight the valuable assets of employees 
was influential in shifting the culture from 
one which was singular and siloed to one 
which was creative and collaborative. 

 A threat to the success of reorganiza-
tion was the delicate introduction of a new 
department as a team player with and 
contributor to other library departments. 
Creating buy-in as a partner with depart-
ments was essential to that mission, and 
took time to develop. Though there was 
potential for employees to resist change, 
crossing the line was possible when ap-
proached with the tool of emotional intel-

ligence. Working to understand the culture 
and individual responsibilities of employ-
ees within those departments helped to 
maintain boundaries while inspiring rela-
tionships and useful collaborations. 

 
Implementation 
Following the analysis of strengths and 
weaknesses, job descriptions were reviewed 
to determine if there were elements that 
could be eliminated in order to create new 
responsibilities. Many job descriptions had 
not been updated over several years to 
reflect work that had already been assumed 
by employees, and that they were often not 
being given credit for. Creating an inven-
tory of tasks being performed, and tasks 
needing to be performed were compared to 
the most current set of descriptions in order 
to determine where the department was 
lacking, what tasks were overlapping, and 
what tasks required cross-training to create 
redundancies where needed. Job descrip-
tions were balanced, to a large extent, in 
order to cover gaps in workflows, the divi-
sion of labor, and take advantage of talents 
and skill sets. Where gaps could not be filled 
by existing employees, new positions were 
proposed. Funding new positions is not 
always feasible, and in the case of Reader 
Services and Resource Sharing justifications 
had to be made to create stakeholder buy in 
at the administrative level. A clear mission 
and purpose was presented to administra-
tion that emphasized the benefits to the 
organization. This approach created an 
enthusiasm and generated buy-in via inspi-
rational motivation. Strategies for marketing 
job descriptions to enhance and diversify 
applicant pools for these new jobs were 
employed to highlight the need for creative 
thinkers, non-traditional skill sets and emo-
tional intelligence. 

Specific roles within the department 
were developed or enhanced to create 
promotional opportunities for several em-
ployees within the department. Supervisory 
duties were distributed equally and in such 
a way that no supervisor was responsible 
for more than four employees. This was the 
most effective way to support staff through 
the transition. It allowed supervisors to 
pay individual attention to supervisees and 
focus on ideas and suggestions at the most 
granular level possible. In keeping with 
Bass and Riggio’s philosophy on leader-
ship and organizational culture, creating 
smaller more refined teams allows staff “to 
affect its leadership as much as its leader-
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ship affects the culture.”45 This influence 
effectively allowed staff to participate in the 
reshaping of their environment. 

Given the personal agency to freely 
contribute in their areas of concentration 
(see fig. 3), circulation, reserves, interlibrary 
loan, stack maintenance and remote stor-
age, staff were able to refine their skill sets 
and more closely examine where improve-
ments and innovation could be introduced. 
Each unit was asked to create a mission 
statement which best represented them, 
further investing them in their identity. 
These mission statements were then forged 
into one, overarching mission statement 
that created a sense of unity upon which to 
build collegial relationships between units. 
Building on the mission statement and its 
purpose as outlined by its employees, each 
unit allowed the department to identify 
intersecting workflows, points of friction be-
tween units, and begin to map out strategic 
plans. This process promoted intellectual 
stimulation — an incentive which created a 
sense of value for the employees and helped 
to motivate and inspire them to continue to 
contribute to these initiatives. 

Implementing innovation within each 
individual unit provided opportunities to 
test new ideas on a small scale, sharing and 
celebrating successes. As trust was built 
between leader and follower, opportunities 
developed to begin networking outside of 
the department. 

Collaborations between the Reader Ser-
vices and Resource Sharing and Collections, 
Technical Services and Systems began to 
present themselves. Department employees 
were deployed in greater numbers to serve 
on library wide committees in order to bring 
Reader Services perspectives to committees 
in ways that would encouraged organi-
zational culture shifts through increased 
communication, collegiality and strong 
partnerships. 

CONCLUSION 
The reorganization was made with a vision 
for the future, and a sustainable plan for on-
going transformation. Significant emphasis 
was placed on the continual identification 
of opportunities for participation within the 
organization and professional development 
outside of it. Empowering employees to 

take advantage of these opportunities has 
been essential to the holistic well being of 
the department. Enhancing skill sets, spark-
ing creative and innovative thinking, and in-
spiring ongoing learning pays big dividends 
as employee satisfaction, participation, 
value and self-concept improve. Employee 
commitment increases as opportunities 
for recognition and advancement present 
themselves. 

Transformational leadership is an evolv-
ing process that requires that the leader and 
follower consistently assess and adjust ac-
cording to their needs. As the organization 
shifts its mission to meet the expectations 
of its patrons, a department must adapt to 
support that cultural shift. Keeping employ-
ees flexible on a changing continuum which 
connects them to an evolving mission 
should be central to the work of the leader. 

Transformational leadership has pro-
vided the necessary guidance for the Reader 
Services and Resource Sharing depart-
ment at Binghamton University. Adopting 
this framework has enabled employees 
to actively participate in defining their 
roles within the organization, play up their 
strengths, safely identify their weaknesses 
and work toward their goals effectively. Reg-
ular performance assessments are made by 
the supervisor so that constructive criticism 
can be provided. Employees are also encour-
aged to do self-assessments and participate 
in individual and organizational goal setting 
initiatives. Creating action plans at both 
the individual and organizational levels can 
ensure success during reorganization. 

By considering the individual employee’s 
abilities, the needs of the department and 
its functions as well as the organizational 
culture, the Libraries’ has successfully navi-
gated transition by employing the concepts 
of idealized influence, inspirational motiva-
tion, individual consideration and intellectual 
stimulation. Moving forward, the Bingham-
ton University Libraries’ Reader Services and 
Resource Sharing department will continue 
to cultivate talent to match with upcoming 
opportunities. The department will continue 
to grow by deploying talent to the appropri-
ate points within the Libraries’ that maximize 
individual potential resulting in maximum 
productivity for the organization. n

Copyright © 2017 by Nancy H. Abashian. 
Article first appeared in Library Leadership 
& Management, Volume 31, No. 3. https://
journals.tdl.org/llm/index.php/llm/article/
view/7246

Fig 3. Organizational chart following reorgani-
zation incorporating Reader Services, Resource 
Sharing and Access Services.
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BY JAMES LARUE

“Winning elections is good. But real 
advocacy is a much longer game, 

requiring a much savvier and informed ap-
proach.”

In 2008, we learned that library support, 
as measured by libraries getting to the bal-
lot and winning if they did, had been falling 
for a generation.1 At the time, use, at least, 
was rising. This year, based on the 10-year 
follow-up study, support for tax-supported 
libraries is even worse.2 Now, use is falling, 
too. Clearly, we have a problem. While we 
still have some “supersupporters,” as the 
reports call them, there are not enough of 
them to win an election. I believe that most 
libraries do a good job of fulfilling their 
mission. However, even library excellence, 
by itself, does not guarantee support. In 
this essay, I will argue that turning this 
sorry state of affairs around will take action 
in four areas: library brand management, 

professional campaign management, donor 
development, and culture change.

BRAND MANAGEMENT
Why did library use rise, and library support 
fall? There are several causes, but one of 
them was our marketing efforts. For the 
past 30 years, libraries have been push-
ing what we do, mainly provide materials 
and services. However, we also believed 
that use would result in support. That was 
the 2008 wake-up call: use and support 
are very different things. To build support, 
we need to push not just what we do, but 
what we mean. 

The first step is to get serious about 

brand management. At a minimum, that 
means every library should conduct a 
communications audit. A trained graphic 
designer should review all library col-
lateral, and make recommendation for 
sharpening the images, and ensuring 
graphic consistency.

Don’t think that is important? Here is an 
exercise: pull out your library card, look at 
the sign outside the building, look at your 
letterhead, and look at your website. Would 
your patron know that all of these things 
come from the same place? Alternatively, as 
is usually the case, you have just discovered 
a mishmash of fonts, colors, logos, and logo 
placement. It is the work of well-meaning 
and even passionate amateurs.

Advertisers and marketers will tell you 

Why Stories 
Matter
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it’s all about reach (how many people see 
your message) and frequency (how often 
they see it). The psychological truth is that 
there are so many things vying for our 
attention, that we have to see something 
some 7-15 times before we see if for the 
first time. If you stick with different looks 
for every piece (the library program sign-up, 
the flyer announcing a speaker or book club, 
an overdue notice, etc.), you have to start 
from scratch every time. Using a thought-
ful, professional, and unvarying template 
establishes an immediately recognizable 
“look” for the library, making it far easier to 
get other messages across, particularly the 
succinct brand of the institution.

The second piece of brand management 
is the creation of that tagline, the phrase 
that captures the deep mission of the 
organization. You cannot sell a product until 
you both know it and believe in it. Brand 
management should be undertaken at least 
two years before an election.

CAMPAIGN MANAGEMENT
I have worked with some of the most suc-
cessful campaign managers in the business, 
and here’s some of what I’ve learned:
• Election planning should start about a 

year ahead of time.
• Get lots of input months before you an-

nounce the campaign, so that the recom-
mendation to increase funding comes 
from outside the library, for reasons that a 
core group of influencers can understand 
and advocate for.

• Get professional help. Campaign manage-
ment is not something ALA can do; we’re 
a 501 (c) (3). But depending on the type 
of campaign, other assistance may be 
available for free. For instance, tax levies 
for construction may attract bond brokers 
who pay the campaign manager them-
selves.

• Build a campaign committee that has 
people who can fulfill the following func-
tions: administrative (call meetings and 
keep momentum), a treasurer (both to 
raise money, and do reporting), a subject 
expert (usually the library director, but 
could be a knowledgeable trustee), and 
an organizer (well-connected scheduler). 
I’ve known people who could do two of 
those things. I’ve never known someone 
who can do three, or do them well.

• Build a campaign bible: what are your 
messages? Keep it brief and tie it to the 
community’s needs, not just the library. 
What are the numbers (budget, mil levy, 

construction costs, etc.)?
• When you build a campaign talk, stick to 

it. If you get asked about things not in the 
bible, tell people you’ll get back to them. 
Successful campaigns have discipline. 
They don’t get derailed by loose talk.

• Be systematic: know which groups in your 
community are influential, then recruit 
good speakers to address them. Note that 
ordinary citizens are way more persuasive 
than library staff, who might be seen as 
self-serving.

• Don’t spend a lot of time trying to turn 
people who are opposed to you; focus on 
your friends or people who are about to be.

• Social media is cheap, and as our last 
presidential election taught us, can be 
influential. Use it.

• But it also doesn’t reach everybody. Get 
hold of active voter rolls, and if possible 
send 2 to 3 on-message mailings to them 
(postcards that look good, but not so ex-
pensive that they turn off the voters). Re-
cruit volunteers and walk precincts. Make 
phone calls. Have a campaign calendar 
that gets letters to the editor submitted. 
Get yard signs.

• Time it all, so everything peaks right be-
fore the vote. Remember early voting and 
mail-in ballots.

Here’s the other thing I’ve learned about 
elections: you still might lose. Even the best 
campaigners win only about 75% of the 
time. There are just so many factors. You 
find yourself up against the police depart-
ment or schools, or there’s a big lay off in 
your community. Campaigns are an art, 
not a science, and you cannot take a loss 
personally. However, even if you lose, you 
can, and you should, try again. Persistence 
pays off.

DONOR DEVELOPMENT
One of the more encouraging findings of 
the 2018 OCLC study was that although 
there is deteriorating support for raising 
taxes for libraries, there was increased 
support for private philanthropy. People are 
often and surprisingly willing to donate, 

year after year, more than their annual tax 
bill. (Given what libraries cost, it is not that 
hard.)

Nurturing that pattern of giving, trying 
to make it a habit, is one way to nudge 
people toward the supersupporter category. 
The more they give, the greater their emo-
tional investment.

Donor cultivation and development 
needs to be systematic. It requires an 
annual giving campaign, and at least two 
other touches a year (newsletters, invita-
tions to events, etc.). Thoughtful donor 
management moves people up: “you gave 
$35 last year. Would you consider mov-
ing up to the $100 a year level? Monthly 
payments are possible!” Most fundraisers 
will tell you that you just don’t know who 
is sitting on big bank accounts, but when 
you build a relationship with donors, and 
maintain their trust, you just might find 
yourself with a big gift.

CULTURE CHANGE
Part of the reason libraries lose elections is 
because they don’t do the things I briefly 
discuss above. But there is a larger reason. It 
is not just libraries that are losing support. 
Support for the entire public sector is erod-
ing. Why? As my colleague Marci Merola 
and I argue in the American

Library Association’s Advocacy Boot-
camps, the chief reason is a 54 year cam-
paign to reframe taxation as a terrible af-
fliction. That “frame” is just two words: “tax 
burden.” Once you accept it, there is only 
“tax burden” and “tax relief.” This campaign, 
now coming into fruition, has resulted in 
the significant weakening of public institu-
tions. Public education is one of them, as 
witnessed by the recent drop of teachers 
from the middle class.3 Transportation infra-
structure is another example. There are too 
many stories about collapsing bridges, de-
crepit subway systems, and derailed trains 
to be laughed away. A smattering of light 
rail stops does not make up for it. Libraries 
are part of a much bigger picture.

Taxation is, in fact, a brilliant strategy to 
accomplish big things by fairly distributing 

The American Library Association’s 4 Key 
Messages (based on the same OCLC studies)
• Libraries transform lives.
• Libraries transform communities.
• Librarians are passionate advocates for lifelong learning.
• Libraries are a smart investment.
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the costs among the many people who ben-
efit from them. But people of both domi-
nant political parties in America now accept 
tax cuts as an unquestioned good in itself. 

The deep question of successful advo-
cacy is not just how to win an election. It is 
about building a climate of library support, 
a fundamental reclamation of the idea 
once called “the common good.” How do 
we change culture? The short answer is, 
the same way it got changed the last time. 
Build a new frame. Repeat it for 54 years. 
This is another area where librarians have 
not been professional.

We launch new campaigns, new initia-
tives, new slogans, new services far too 
frequently. Our failure to build a script and 
stick to it has not, will not, cannot succeed 
against one of the most disciplined and 
long-lasting trends in American history, the 
libertarian attempt to reframe all taxation 
as theft.

Modern neuroscience has demonstrated 
several things. First, we are emotional 
creatures; then rational creatures. Second, 

nobody’s mind is changed by the facts. In 
fact, a barrage of facts tends to make people 
dig in their heels. Third, effective advocacy 
involves the definition and cultivation of 
ever deeper and wider circles of engage-
ment. ALA has proposed several models for 
doing this, under the heading of “turning 
outward.” Fourth, the best strategy to break 
through a destructive frame is to appeal to 
some of the oldest parts of the brain. As just 
a few minutes in a lapsit storytime dem-
onstrates, we are wired for stories. Stories 
open the door to learning, define identity, 
and build community. They are also more 
than feel good anecdotes. As we present in 
our Advocacy Bootcamp, “telling the library 
story” has a consistent and powerful struc-
ture, easily learned. But that’s not the whole 
package. It also has to be tied to a strategic 
and persistent communication of library 
value. ALA has a suggested framework for 
that, too. (See sidebar.) 

So it’s not just about telling stories, it’s 
telling the right stories, telling them well, 
and telling them to the right people, over 

and over, with a consistent framework of 
messages that undoes the willful destruc-
tion of the public sector. Winning elec-
tions is good. But real advocacy is a much 
longer game, requiring a much savvier and 
informed approach.

If you’re interested in this big work, in 
joining a movement to reclaim a moral 
sanction for the public sector in general, and 
libraries in particular, consider checking out 
our Bootcamp. More information is available 
at http://www.ala.org/advocacy/advocacy-
bootcamp. n
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BY SUZANNA CONRAD

You’ve probably faced people within 
your organization who are fearful of 

change, especially technological change. 
It can be difficult to convince techno-leery 
individuals that technological change can 
be exciting rather than scary. Change can 
take the form of a web redesign, a new 
integrated library system, virtual servers, 
morphing roles of library vs. organization 
IT, etc. Convincing library stakeholders 
that change needs to happen can be a 
daunting task as a systems administrator, 
web developer, technology consultant, or 
technology manager. This article will discuss 
fears associated with technological change 
from a change management perspective. 
Technology projects will also, within this 
article, be framed as complex sales or “long 
sales.” Lastly, this article will provide practi-
cal examples for modifying communication 
patterns to get people excited, or at least 
grudgingly accepting, of change.

FEAR OF CHANGE
Fear tends to precede change, regardless of 
the rationality of that fear. Bob Sacks calls 
this “the fear that comes along with change 
from what was once known and comfort-
able to what is unknown” and that despite 
“changing and adapting for a millennium…
the pundits of the day try to resist the 
inevitable” (Sacks 2011, 50). Christopher 
Durney and Richard Donnelly acknowledge 
the challenges of keeping up with change, 
as “the pace of technological change often 
outruns and undermines the best project 
management planning efforts” (2015, 642). 
Durney and Donnelly define six strategies 
that managers can employ to address fear 
and technological change: (1) identifying 
risks, (2) defining staff that will be responsi-
ble for handling change, (3) using adaptable 
management styles, (4) focusing on the core 

business, (5) thinking about how to be resil-
ient, and (6) supporting innovation within 
the business culture (Durney and Donnelly 
2015, 664). Todd Jick presents three phases 
of change management that are important 
to address: drafting the vision for change, 
implementing the actual change, and ad-
dressing reactions to change (1993). Annie 
Bartoli and Phillippe Hemel discuss the 
various barriers to change, especially in IT 
management, as separating into strategic, 
structural, cultural, and behavioral barriers 
(2004).

Resistance to change in organiza-
tions, especially technology innovation, is 
something oft discussed in management 
literature. Felicia Su Wong attributes fear of 
technology to the fear of missing out: “the 
organizational and personal experience of 
technological adoption and use often has 
been driven by a fear of being left behind 
in this very process of Progress” (2003). 
Yongchuan Bao asserts that improving 
communication within an organization 
can address organizational resistance to 
technological innovation (2009). Robert 
Reardon finds that learning culture plays 
a large part in resistance to or acceptance 
of technological change; Reardon defines 
a strong learning culture as one in which 
“creating a climate of learning should speed 
the smooth transition to the new technol-

ogy” (2010). For an organization to 
have a strong learning culture, the 

organization needs to be committed 
to fostering systematic thinking, 
be willing to experiment with 
change, able to learn from past 

experiences and the experiences 
of peers, and have the capability of 

communicating this knowledge throughout 
the organization (Garvin, 1993). Without 
an established learning culture, change is 
difficult; in Reardon’s study of blue-collar 
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workers at manufacturing sites, he found a 
major correlation between lack of learning 
culture and disgruntlement (2010). Libraries 
are not anomalies; many of our colleagues 
may be leery of technological change. They 
may distrust technology and technologists; 
and because of these fears they may block 
innovation or even necessary improvements. 
But we can frame these projects differently: 
convincing people to overcome their fear of 
change can be a gradual, iterative process.

CHANGE AS A COMPLEX SALE
Complex sales are sales that require input 
from multiple decision-makers, often at 
various tiers of an organization. They are 
considered to be complex because of the 
time and monetary investment required to 
close the deal. Think of the library’s business 
of purchasing eBooks: a simple sale is made 
when a subject librarian or selector chooses 
eBooks to purchase in a specific discipline; 
one book can be purchased without involv-
ing others in the final decision making 
process. On the other hand, selection of an 
electronic resources management system 
for managing eBooks requires buy-in from 
all levels of the organization to implement 
successfully. Input on the system would be 
provided by personnel in acquisitions, cata-
loging, systems, management, as well as 
the subject selectors. Selling an electronic 
resources management system to a library 
would constitute a complex sale.

Jeff Thull focuses on the idea of “value 
clarity” in Mastering the Complex Sale. In 
order to sell a complex service to a company, 
a salesperson has to be able to connect 
customers’ needs and potential use cases 
to the benefits of purchasing a service. In 
business, it is frequently difficult to close 
sales due to delayed decisions based on 
customer uncertainty (Thull, 2010). Pushing 
through technological change can be simi-
larly challenging: if customers’ needs are 
not considered, or the communication is not 
framed in such a way that they can perceive 
value, projects can stall to the point that the 
technology is already outdated.

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE
Managers of technology projects, or even 
stakeholders involved in the process, may 
want to assess how they approach conflict. 
Are you defensive when questioned about a 
change or do you negotiate with stakehold-
ers to try to find compromises? Thomas and 
Kilmann’s Conflict Mode Instrument defines 
five areas where one can fall on a scale of 

assertiveness compared to cooperativeness 
including competing, avoiding, accommo-
dating, collaborating, and compromising 
(Thomas and Kilmann 1974).

Competing is the most assertive of the 
five areas; a competing person would con-
centrate on getting their own way with little 
room for negotiation. Accommodating is at 
the other side of the spectrum; someone 
who is accommodating allows others to dic-
tate in which direction the project is headed 
and accommodates others’ wishes. Avoid-
ing is the least assertive and cooperative of 
the five areas; avoiding the conflict means 
that it is never discussed or broached. Col-
laborating falls at the most assertive and 
cooperative level; collaborating involves 
working through the conflict or disagree-
ment to dissect what others’ concerns are 
in the hopes of finding a new solution that 
is satisfactory. Compromising falls in the 
center of assertiveness and cooperativeness; 
it does not involve diving into the details as 
much as collaborating, but finding wins for 
each of the parties. Collaboration, though it 
takes the longest, may be the best approach 
for technologists dealing with stakeholders. 
By collaborating, both parties can leave with 
the feeling of accomplishment and involve-
ment in the process, as the solution should 
theoretically fulfill the needs of everyone. 
Compromising may also be a desirable alter-
native as the original solution may still be 
possible after working together to find gains 
for both parties.

In a previous position, I was involved in 
a major website redesign, which was led by 
central IT. In the beginning of the process, 
the library and campus IT had very differ-
ent expectations of what headers would 

look like on the library’s homepage. Campus 
IT had designed a header that included a 
global search box, which would search all 
campus pages. It was not a simple process 
to ask campus IT to change the template; 
we had to dig deeper and provide feedback 
about the role of search on the library 
homepage. Specifically, we presented them 
with search log analysis, usability testing 
results, and web statistics to make a case for 
a library-centric search box. By the end of 

the process, they had a greater un-
derstanding of the library’s role and 

mission. This was a great example of 
compromising; it took multiple meetings, 

data collection, and cordial discussions for 
campus IT to understand why we were so 
adamantly against prominent positioning 
of the campus’ search box on the library 
webpages. Similarly, throughout this same 
process, we made concessions. We received 
a special template for the library, but agreed 
to incorporate the campus footer as well as 
certain elements of the campus header.

Thinking about how you approach 
conflict is just one piece of changing how 
you initiate innovation. Positive communica-
tion is at the core of changing the narrative. 
There are tactics that one can use to try to 
minimize fear, impatience, or distrust. Four 
examples include: (1) delivering regular 
updates; (2) soliciting feedback; (3) remain-
ing honest; and (4) communicating bad 
news with potential wins. First, delivering 
regular updates can make your stakeholders 
feel informed and included; when someone 
is not receiving communication regularly 
enough, it can lead to frustration, anger, and 
can endanger the success of the project. 
Sometimes, it’s even worth checking in 
when there is no update to let stakeholders 
know why nothing new has developed and 
give estimated timelines for when more 
news can be expected.

Secondly, soliciting feedback is impor-
tant. Few people will willingly accept what 
is perceived as difficult change if they do not 
feel that they have been consulted. Many 
technologists in libraries work in shared 
governance environments; you especially 
have to leave room for consultation in these 
situations. Sometimes you can’t make the 
changes that someone wants or deliver 
the product they would prefer, however, 
if they were consulted and informed, it at 
least starts a positive dialogue and signals 
that you care about their input. Also, be 
willing to take and accept the feedback 
that is given to you. Your stakeholders have 
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input based on their daily interactions with 
a system or with the public. You, as the tech-
nologist, will not always have all the details. 
Feedback from stakeholders and users can 
help with success during implementation 
even if it does not align with what your 
expectations may be.

Honesty is important throughout tech-
nological change, or any change. Perhaps 
a change is happening because you have a 
mandate, you want to improve a service, or 
because you have more (or less) funding. 
Change can be spun to be positive, especial-
ly if you are transparent and forthcoming. 
Exercising empathy can help conversations; 
if you think about what that particular 
stakeholder is frustrated about, you might 
be able to work out alternatives, better solu-
tions, or help with training.

Lastly, sometimes there is bad news. An 
interface may be changing for the worse, 
or a task might be harder to do in a new 
system. In the case that these changes are 
inevitable and include bad news, drawing 
out potential wins to deliver along with 
the bad news can help soften the impact. 
For instance, you’re moving to Office365 
cloud services and people are upset that the 
webmail interface will change to some-
thing they do not like. Telling them about 
increased storage space, then the bad news 
that the interface will change, and then let-
ting them know they can download the cli-
ents on up to five machines may help ease 
the discomfort with a new user interface.

GENERAL COMMUNICATION TACTICS
When people feel as though their feedback 
is being respected, they are more likely to 
welcome change. Certain communication 
tactics can help you to ease technology-
leery individuals into embracing or at least 
accepting change. These are simple, logical 
tactics, which might take practice to imple-
ment, but will help in guiding you through 
difficult conversations.

First, be careful about how you are 
reacting to discussions. Listen without any 
disruptions. Do not interrupt as someone 
is speaking – give them a chance to air 
their concerns. Also, is your body language 

positive? If you’re shaking your head “no” as 
someone is speaking, rolling your eyes, or 
pursing your lips, the discussion may esca-
late into conflict. If you have devices, such 
as a cell phone or computer, do not glance 
at your devices unless you are referencing 
something related to the discussion.

The words you use are important, espe-
cially when dealing with a situation that is 
or could become a conflict. Using “I” state-
ments instead of “You” statements is good 
practice. The statements “You’re not listen-
ing to me” vs. “I feel as though I’m not being 
heard” can be perceived very differently. If 
you avoid using the word “you” in conversa-
tions, you may find that the language you’re 
using is less confrontational.

Email communication is especially tricky 
as the written word is easy to misinterpret. 
The shorter and sweeter your messages in 
potential conflict situations, the less likely 
the situation will escalate. Three tips that 
can help with reducing conflict that could 
start via email are: (1) be brief; (2) state 
facts and provide resolutions; (3) avoid 
emotional language. Brevity means that less 
is more; try to respond to an email with two 
sentences if possible. The longer the email, 
the more likely you are to write something 
that could be misinterpreted. Stating facts 
and resolutions allows you to acknowledge 
a problem and provide a solution rather 
than to delve into the why or how. Lastly, 
avoid emotional language. Third person 
phrasing without the word “you” may help 
as mentioned in the above paragraph. Avoid 
the use of adverbs as they add emotion. 
These can include simple words such as 
“very” and “just” and most any word ending 
with an “ly,” such as “easily” or “unbeliev-
ably.” Here are some examples of written 
text that could be perceived as emotional by 
the reader:

“I’m sorry you’re having difficulties 
with the system.” While this sentence may 
attempt to employ empathy, it could be 
perceived as judgmental. This is accentu-
ated by the use of the word “you.” Using 
the word “you” could be read as passing 
blame to the person you are writing to, 
especially when used in close proximity 

to the word “difficulties.” A better phras-
ing might be: “I apologize for the issues 
the system is experiencing.” Here the only 
blame that could be attributed is to the 
“system.” Often, it is possible to pull the 
“you” out of a sentence by framing it as an 
“I” question as in this example.

“The system was only down for ten min-
utes.” In this sentence, “only” implies that 
ten minutes is not a long time. If a reference 
librarian is answering a patron’s question 
and that patron has limited time, ten min-
utes can be a long time. Taking the “only” 
out of the sentence turns the sentence into 
a statement of fact: “The system was down 
for ten minutes.”

“I’m just trying to resolve the issue.” The 
word “just” in this sentence is unnecessary 
and it gives it emotional weight that could 
be misinterpreted as frustration or anger. 
Simply stating “I’m working to resolve 
the issue” leaves less room for emotional 
interpretation.

It is easy to think your email is not 
emotional, but it could be perceived as such 
regardless. If you are not sure whether your 
email sounds emotional, let someone else 
read it and see how they interpret it. Or, if 
the the content is confidential or sensitive, 
read it aloud to yourself – you may hear the 
tone differently when you read out loud.

SCENARIOS
Scenario 1: Campus or City Website Redesign
You receive news that the campus or city 
will be redesigning their website and 
they expect the library to take the global 
template. Additionally, you are informed 
that you will have to use the campus or 
city’s content management system, which 
you have heard is clunky and requires extra 
steps for publishing.

Frequently, libraries’ parent institu-
tions group the work that we do into the 
chunks similar to the general business of 
the organization. For instance, an academic 
library may be perceived as an academic 
college. Arguably, the two organizations do 
very different work. An academic college’s 
website is more informational and geared 
toward sharing details about departments, 

» Honesty is important throughout technological change, 
or any change. Perhaps a change is happening because 
you have a mandate, you want to improve a service, or 
because you have more (or less) funding.
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degree programs, featuring faculty, listing 
available courses, etc. The search function 
is less crucial than it is to an academic 
library’s website.

All is not lost though. A message such 
as the scenario presented here could be an 
opportunity to rethink the website and how 
it fits into the mission of the organization. A 
communication channel can also be opened 
in which control issues and concerns can 
be expressed with IT or whichever group is 
initiating the change. Additionally, opening 
a communication channel is also an op-
portunity to open discussions with IT about 
web services, which could benefit the library 
in other ways.

As previously mentioned, I participated 
in this scenario in a campus environment 
and initially had to improve information 
sharing to facilitate the success of the proj-
ect. After initial hurdles with sharing library 
perspectives, our relationship with campus 
IT improved as the web redesign progressed. 
Campus IT was migrating most of the web-
sites for the campus and once they realized 
we had a capable web developer, they gave 
us some additional permissions in the new 
content management system to allow us 
to do our own migration for the most part. 
More advanced template or technical issues 
had to be escalated to their staff, however, 
we developed direct working relationships 
with contacts we had not had in the past. 
After the migration was completed, our 
interactions with this department contin-
ued. If we had ideas for new web-based 
services, such as a faculty profile 
system or an improved group 
study reservation system, 
we often would check 
in with the web 
services depart-
ment first, as they 
took the time to 
look at our ideas 
and could provide 
internal pathways 
to other IT depart-
ments that would 
help with imple-
mentation.

Scenario 2: Consortial System 
Implementation
You are a part of a larger consortium of 
libraries. You hear that the consortium is 
planning on centralizing the library man-
agement system. It is unlikely that it will 
end up being the system you currently use. 
You are concerned about losing control and 
having to learn everything new again.

Consortial systems certainly offer 
benefits in cost and functionality that you 
might not experience with a standalone 
instance. Moving these systems to consor-
tial models is also becoming more and more 
common. Shared systems may lead to staff 
time savings, shared integration of 3rd party 
software, monetary savings, etc. There are 
simple ways to talk about the bigger goals 
with this kind of move. Perhaps certain tasks 
will be easier in the new system. Maybe 
the system will help reduce mundane tasks 
and give you the chance to work on more 
exciting projects. Lastly, and perhaps most 
importantly, you may be able to develop 
partnerships with institutions and individu-
als you have never spoken to before. You will 
have a network of individuals with whom 
you can interact to make your use of the 
system more skillful and efficient.

In fall 2015, the California State Univer-
sity’s libraries embarked upon the Unified 
Library Management System (ULMS) project 
to consolidate all library management and 
discovery systems across the 23 CSU cam-
puses into one shared instance. Discussions 
about consolidating had begun over two 
years prior in spring 2013. Two CSU librar-

ies were already using the chosen 
software, Alma and Primo from Ex 

Libris, however, many cam-
puses were using integrated 
library systems from other 
vendors. I worked at two 
CSU campuses during the 
migration period; first, at 
one that was migrating 
from Innovative’s Sierra 
and then at one already 
on Alma and Primo. 
As these discussions 

were develop-
ing at a higher 

level, staff at the campus using Sierra were 
panicking. We had only recently migrated 
to Sierra with some hiccups in the process. 
Staff were concerned about major changes 
to workflow, changes in functionality of the 
system, and the long-term viability of their 
jobs as the system was marketed as a way 
to reduce redundant work across the con-
sortium. Because of these fears, our library 
organized general vendor meetings with all 
of the vendors who were intending on sub-
mitting requests for proposals. Within these 
meetings, it became clear that certain func-
tions would be much easier in Alma and 
highly desired features, especially with ana-
lytics, would be possible. A few staff began 
to see that it could benefit them to move 
to the new system. Internally, we continued 
to discuss the project as a positive one; the 
attitudes of the people communicating the 
change can make all the difference in the 
success of a project.

I moved to another CSU campus midway 
through the migration process. This institu-
tion was already on Alma and Primo. While 
we did not have as much to prepare for 
migration as a campus on Sierra or Voyager, 
our first migration had not gone as well as 
we had hoped, so we planned many clean 
up projects to make the second migration 
more successful. There was less anxiety 
about the functionality of the system, 
although we were more curious about the 
impact of some of the consortial gains as 
we had been using the system for a few 
years before moving to the shared instance. 
Many of the subsequent wins from the 
second migration were first realized well 
after migration; gains in improved processes 
in technical services have been allowing 
staff to work on other pending projects. The 
landscape of resource sharing has changed 
as we share among our institutions. Not ev-
erything is functioning perfectly in the new 
shared instance, nevertheless, communica-
tion amongst all campuses has improved. 
We have listservs and Slack channels. Staff 
who did not know one another before are 
connecting and sharing best practices. Our 
institution has had an opportunity to share 
our best practices, thereby featuring the 
work and successes of our staff.

Scenario 3: IT is Centralizing
You receive a message that IT is centralizing 
and will be claiming many of the IT staff in 
the library as well as servers housed in the 
library. Everyone is panicking about how 
support will suffer and that the library’s 
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priorities will now be listed with everyone 
else’s priorities.

For many of us with local IT staff, such 
as desktop support, web developers, server 
administrators, and programmers, it can be 
difficult when staff are pulled away from 
the library to manage systems and projects 
for the whole organization. However, cen-
tralizing services may help improve service 
or security in some cases. For instance, 
recruiting a good server administrator 
can be difficult; if every department in an 
organization would need to hire their own 
server administrator, they might not find 
enough staff locally. You might also need 
to hire a server administrator who would 
handle additional tasks such as web devel-
opment, application management, etc. A 
centrally located server administrator in the 
city or the campus staff could, with proper 
communication channels, be more effec-
tive than dispersed individuals across the 
institution as efforts could be concentrated 
on this one area. Furthermore, this message 
that IT is centralizing is an opportunity to 
open communication with IT so that they 
understand the needs and requirements 
of the library. If communication is initiated, 
negotiation might even be possible. Perhaps 
there are ways to keep some of the staffing 
or services depending on expertise levels in 
the library. Or it is possible that with central-
ization, you have access to a larger network 
of IT support.

I have not been part of a centralization 
where staff are moved out of the library into 
IT, however, I have joined a library shortly 
after this happened. At my previous institu-
tion, there had been four IT staff members 
in the library, two of whom managed 
desktop computers. The other two staff 
managed the integrated library system and 
the library website. When centralization 
occurred, the library lost both staff mem-
bers assigned to desktop support, but kept 
the web developer and ILS manager. The 
library was able to make a case that those 
two functions were core to library operation. 
One of the staff members who was moved 
was still assigned to the library as our main 
desktop support person for the first year or 

two, so the transition was easier, as we were 
familiar with him.

After two or so years, IT assigned a 
team of desktop support technicians to the 
library to manage our labs, classrooms, and 
staff desktop support. While the transition 
was not always smooth, we established 
new connections within this department 
of campus IT. It did, at times, take longer 
to get a response, but generally we had 
a network of individuals to contact, so if 
someone was out of the office, a knowl-
edgeable replacement could be sent 
quickly. The director of the program was in-
volved in a number of technology spending 
projects on campus, and due to our new 
integrated model, he confirmed that usage 
in the library was higher than other areas 
of campus. Therefore, computer refreshes 
in the library building were prioritized very 
quickly. We also had discussions with this 
director about purchasing computer usage 
statistics software that would allow us to 
build availability maps and similar tools for 
student convenience.

Scenario 4: Moving to a New Discovery Layer
Your library has decided to move to a new 
discovery layer. Many are displeased with 
the news, as they have been using the exist-
ing catalog or discovery layer for a number 
of years. Instructional guides and tutorials 
will need to be changed. Users will have to 
be re-educated about the change.

Normally, there is a reason for moving 
to a new discovery layer. One reason may be 
evolving user needs; many users expect a 
comprehensive search and are not interest-
ed in searching in multiple silos of content. 
There may be a cost savings to adopting 
a new discovery layer that could allow for 
spending in other areas. If the discovery 
layer is being adopted because of changing 
user expectations, discussions with stake-
holders about ease of use for the patrons 
is an initial topic to broach. If you have 
usage data, usability studies, or anything 
to support these arguments, this would 
be helpful. Transparency in cost savings, if 
possible, may help to illustrate good reasons 
for moving to a different discovery layer. If 

there are hesitations due to the limitations 
of the new discovery layer, presenting better 
features not available in the existing system 
may be a starting point. It may also help to 
discuss the vendors’ enhancement time-
lines, to see when and if certain features will 
be usable.

Within a few months of getting my 
first tenure-track librarian job, the con-
sortia I was working in purchased a new 
discovery layer and our campus opted in for 
purchase. In efforts to prepare to move to 
the discovery layer, I served on a local task 
force investigating the change. I offered to 
do a survey of student users to gauge their 
reactions to the new discovery layer. I had 
nearly 600 responses to the survey with 99% 
of the responses coming from undergradu-
ate and graduate students. The response 
to the discovery layer was overwhelmingly 
positive. We had been separating search 
results between the library catalog results in 
a Millennium OPAC and a Metalib search of 
articles. The new discovery layer combined 
these indices. I summarized the results of 
the survey, showed a demo to librarians, and 
we scheduled a launch. In this instance, this 
could have been handled more effectively. I 
launched at a less than optimal time during 
the semester, as I was not familiar with the 
teaching schedule of many of our librar-
ians. I also was too green to understand 
the importance of delivering a message 
multiple times and letting some discussion 
or contemplation occur. Many of our librar-
ians were dissatisfied with the implementa-
tion of the discovery layer. Over time, many 
adapted and began to use the discovery 
layer more consistently, but this situa-
tion taught me to take the time to consult 
with stakeholders and to provide adequate 
feedback loops. Sharing of data and deci-
sions did not need to happen within a short 
period of time, but should have been spaced 
to allow all to feel consulted and included.

Scenario 5: Launching a New Website
Your systems department is working 
diligently on a website relaunch, as the 
template you are using is many years old. 
Content has become unmanageable and 

» After two or so years, IT assigned a team of desktop 
support technicians to the library to manage our 
labs, classrooms, and staff desktop support. While the 
transition was not always smooth, we established new 
connections within this department of campus IT.
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many potentially unnecessary webpages 
exist within the site structure. Your staff is 
hesitant to make this change as printouts, 
instructional materials, and other printed 
materials will have to be updated. Further-
more, they are wary about learning the new 
interface as they are comfortable with the 
existing site’s functions and content.

Many libraries struggle with imple-
menting a new library website. Staff and 
patrons are often attached to user inter-
faces they are familiar with and push back 
when changes occur. It may be necessary to 
move to a new website because of a dated 
infrastructure for the website, or perhaps 
your library wants to have a more modern 
look and feel. Involving stakeholders in the 
feedback process when you are designing a 
website can forewarn them to the change 
and help ease the transition. This may entail 
organizing surveys, focus groups, or shar-
ing plans at various points of the process. 
Planning for support and training can also 
reduce anxiety about change.

I have been involved in a number of 
website relaunches, both in library and 
corporate settings. The implementations 
that have been the most effective were 
those in which feedback loops were built 
into the project timeline. Most recently, I 
participated in a complete relaunch of a 
library website where all prior content was 
discarded and new content was built from 
scratch. A consultant was hired to adminis-
ter focus groups, provide a human centered 
design report, and build templates based on 
the data. We held focus groups with both 
staff and patrons. We made transcripts 
and recordings of these sessions available 
to library staff for review. Analytics reports 
were reviewed to discuss the information 
architecture of the site. A website update 
team was formed including representatives 
from all departments. After feedback was 
collected, the consultant compiled results 
into a report, began creating mockups, and 
defined the information architecture for the 
site. We built feedback loops into all stages 

of the process: whenever a new template 
or new deliverable was received from the 
consultant, it was reviewed by the website 
update team and library administration. All 
departments crafted text for the webpages 
affecting their areas; the website update 
team reviewed these texts to try to align 
the voice across the website. A library-wide 
meeting was scheduled once templates for 
the homepage and subsequent pages were 
developed; the consultant presented the 
template and our team talked about launch 
dates and implementation plans. We left 
time for questions and also fielded ques-
tions via email or phone after the presenta-
tion. In the weeks leading up to the launch, 
we publicized the upcoming change across 
campus and kept library faculty and staff in-
formed about progress. Overall, the launch 
went successfully. We had some parts of the 
website that were not ready for production 
and were launched subsequently. As analyt-
ics were collected over the following year, 
we shared out the results of the changes. I 
believe that this project ran more smoothly 
because all of the opportunities for feed-
back that were included in this process.

CONCLUSION
Approaching change with an attitude 
of fear or trepidation will almost always 
make the change more difficult. As a 
technologist, you can prepare others for 
change with good communication skills 
and reassurances. It is rare that a technol-
ogy will only have negative implications; 
normally the silver lining can be repre-
sented in some way. Thinking of change 
as a “complex sale” that has to be chipped 
away at for success is a first starting point 
to implementing change. How you com-
municate that change, whether verbally 
or written, can also define and determine 
the ultimate success of adoption. Think-
ing through the perspective of the user by 
using empathy can also help your project 
succeed. If you understand and acknowl-
edge the insecurities of those you are sup-

porting with the new technology, it may 
make it easier to communicate with them 
and get them on board. n
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What Can Libraries 
Learn From the Future 
of Public Media?
BY CHRIS KRETZ

INTRODUCTION
I am a long-time fan of public media, as 
I suspect many librarians are. However, I 
had never given much thought to the inner 
workings of the public media system nor, 
in fact, considered it as a system at all. To 
remedy that, I spent a good deal of time 
studying the current state of public media 
and the concerns that people in the field 
are facing. I took a deep dive into their 
world, delving into the mission statements 
and strategic plans of radio and television 
stations, watching videos of their confer-
ence proceedings, following threads down 
the rabbit holes of Twitter and Facebook. I 
monitored their press coverage and eaves-
dropped on their industry podcasts and 
publications.

What I found was a parallel universe 
sharing much in common with libraries. 
Both public media and libraries can be seen 
as civic-minded, outward-facing institutions 
concerned about their future and adapting 
to changes in their respective audiences. 

Even a cursory glance at the titles of public 
media conference presentations will strike 
a familiar chord in a librarian’s ear: “Design 
Thinking for Radio,” “Creating a Digital 
Dashboard,” “Innovation You Can Afford,” 
“Insight on Millennials,” and “What Does 
America Think About Us – If They Think 
About Us at All?” We are kindred spirits 
striving to stay relevant and maintain our 
place in the modern world.

Studying the state of affairs in public 
media can be of value to libraries, both 
academic and public. Knowing the prob-
lems and challenges they face, as well as 
the strategies and innovations they are 
pursuing, can help inform our own decision 
making. There are many areas where our 
mission and activities overlap with public 
media. There are lessons we can learn from 
each other. And somewhere in that Venn 
diagram of overlapping concerns there are 
opportunities to work together.

THE PUBLIC MEDIA SYSTEM
To provide some background in broad 
strokes, the public media system as we 
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