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INTRODUCTION
Emotional intelligence has 
been a hot topic in leader-
ship since it was first writ-
ten about almost 30 years 
ago. Emotional intelligence 
consists of four concepts: self-
awareness, self- management, 
social awareness, and rela-
tionship management. Two 
of those parts self- awareness 
and self-management - are 
self-focused, and the other 
two - social awareness and 
relationship management - 
are other-focused. Emotional intelligence 
is what allows us to know and understand 
ourselves, control our actions, plan for the 
future, adapt to change, manage conflict, 
relate to and understand others, and build 
deep, meaningful relationships. Emotional 
culture is critical in dictating not just how 
emotions are expressed in the library 
workplace, but a healthy emotional culture 

prevents burnout, fosters innovation, and 
creates a better working environment. The 
article will provide an overview of emotion-
al intelligence and its importance to library 
leaders. It will describe ways to develop 
each component of emotional intelligence 
and how to use emotional intelligence to 
influence the library’s emotional culture.

SLIDING ACROSS THE  
DATABASE DIVIDE WITH 

PROACTIVE CHAT HELP

MISINFODAY: 
Bringing Media Literacy to High School 

Students, Teachers, and Librarians

THE FIVE LAWS OF OER 
Observations from Ranganathan

I ssue 66 // September 15 , 2019

“An or ig ina l idea. That can ’ t  be too hard . The l ibrary must be fu l l  of them. ” 
- STEPHEN FRY



<2> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019

OVERVIEW OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
Intelligence - what it is and how to measure 
it - has been a long debated topic in psy-
chology. Even researchers who agree with 
the prevailing theory of intelligence have 
posited for decades that human intelligence 
is more than just cognitive ability, and that 
other intelligences exist, particularly social 
intelligence. Howard Gardner proposed the 
idea of multiple human intelligences, two of 
which were interpersonal and intrapersonal 
intelligence.1 A few years later, Salovey and 
Mayer coined the term emotional intelli-
gence, which they defined as “the subset of 
social intelligence that involves the ability 
to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings 
and emotions, to discriminate among them 
and to use this information to guide one’s 
thinking and actions.”2 They stated emo-
tional intelligence consisted of three mental 
processes that included understanding and 
expressing one’s own emotions, managing 
emotions, and using emotions in positive 
and socially appropriate ways.

To Salovey and Mayer, emotional intelli-
gence held a prominent role in our devel-
opment as human beings. As we evolved 
and developed more cohesive social units, 
recognizing and understanding emotions 
in ourselves and others was critical. These 
same skills are still critical in our modern 
society as we engage in socially-approved 
ways to interact with our family, friends, co-
workers, and strangers we encounter on the 
street. People who have developed emotion-
al intelligence appear to others as “genuine 
and warm”; however, those who lack emo-
tional intelligence come off as “oblivious 
and boorish.” Emotionally intelligent people 
can communicate and understand emo-
tions verbally and non-verbally, and they are 
better at making future plans with multiple 
outcomes, developing unconventional ideas, 
drawn to problems of a greater importance 
in a crisis, and understand what motivates 
them.3 Daniel Goleman popularized the con-
cept of emotional intelligence with his book 
Emotional Intelligence. His original frame-

work consisted of five parts: self-awareness, 
self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and 
social skills. Goleman refined his framework 
and definition the more he researched and 
wrote about emotional intelligence, and 
his five part framework morphed into 2X2 
model of self- awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, and relationship manage-
ment.

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND 
LEADERSHIP
Leadership is emotional. Research has 
found organizational leaders have 85% 
of competence in emotional intelligence, 
beating out cognitive and technical skills. 
In fact, emotional intelligence is so critical 
for leaders it holds twice the importance 
that technical skills do.4 Organizations base 
promotion to leadership positions on the 
candidates’ emotional intelligence, and 
leaders with higher emotional intelligence 
are rated as being better leaders.5 Emotion-
ally intelligent leaders excel at many things, 
but perhaps their most important skill is the 
ability to effectively facilitate change in an 
organization. Their ability to recognize, man-
age, and influence emotions helps make 
those in the organization more responsive 
to and comfortable with the change taking 
place.6 Leaders with low emotional intel-
ligence are not effective leaders, and their 
organizations fail to innovate and perform 
at the levels needed to be successful. Library 
leaders can learn and benefit a great deal 
from developing and using their emotional 
intelligence.7

OVERVIEW OF EMOTIONAL CULTURE
Emotional culture - the emotions displayed 
and the norms around displaying emo-
tions - are just as important to a library 
as the cognitive culture. The emotional 
culture dictates how people respond to each 
other and to leadership, and organizational 
leaders can play a big part in shaping this 
culture. The emotions they exhibit - even in 
unintentional ways - help set the emotional 

tone of the library. Organizational culture 
is the shared values, norms, and accepted 
behaviors of the organization. The term 
is most often used when describing what 
work is performed and how it is performed 
in an organization, but emotional culture 
is just as important. Emotional culture can 
be defined as “the shared affective values, 
norms, artifacts, and assumptions that 
govern which emotions people have and 
express at work and which ones they are 
better off suppressing.”8 Emotional and 
organizational culture play a tremendous 
role in how effective an organization is and 
how satisfied those working in the organiza-
tion feel.

No one in a library works alone. Whether 
through departmental, team-based, or 
committee work, everyone in a library works 
with others in some way. Groups with high 
emotional intelligence are able to work with 
emotions, develop an affirmative environ-
ment, are proactive problem solvers and 
develop cross boundary relationships more 
easily. Organizations and teams high in 
emotional intelligence perform better at 
their job duties and are more satisfied in 
their work. Emotions are contagious, and 
resonant cultures where members are at-
tuned to one another’s emotional states are 
more innovative, work together better, and 
are more open to change.

Not so long ago, the common consen-
sus was emotions did not belong in the 
workplace, but our emotions cannot be 
left at the door of the library. Emotions are 
perfectly fine in a professional setting. They 
are simply energy that can lead to action, 
but they must be managed and expressed 
in productive ways. Not expressing emo-
tions - keeping them bottled up - can lead 
to stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout. 
Not allowing emotions to be expressed 
leads to passive aggressive behavior and 
back channel sabotage. Too much emo-
tion can stymie progress and shut down 
conversations. Take for example emotional 
outbursts that exceed cultural norms. They 
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can shutdown conversations and have a 
negative emotional effect on those present. 
Whether in a group meeting or one-on-
one interaction, there are several tactics to 
confronting an emotional outburst. First, 
remain calm. Getting more upset than the 
other person only escalates the situation. 
Interrupt by repeating the person’s name 
loud enough to be heard - raise your hand 
or wave your arms. Next, either address 
their concerns “I am sorry you are so upset. 
No one should have to feel this way. How 
can I/we help?” or redirect their behavior 
“When you are ready to discuss this in a re-
spectful manner I/we will be here, but until 
then you will have to leave.”9 To success-
fully manage an incident like this requires a 
high-level of emotional intelligence.

Successful leaders are the ones best 
adept at managing the organization’s emo-
tional culture, promoting positive emotional 
states in the organization, and becoming 
attune with the emotional moods of those 
in the organization.10 Leaders need to stay 
grounded and use their emotions wisely. Too 
little emotion and a leader runs the risk of 
looking like a robot, but showing too much 
emotion can make a leader appear to not 
be in control of the situation or themselves. 
Good leaders control their emotions instead 
of letting their emotions control them, 
which is what makes emotional intelligence 
so critical for a leader. Not only can emo-
tionally intelligent leaders manage their 
emotions, but they can positively influence 
the emotions of those around them.

Positive emotional states make people 
and organizations more productive and 
creative. Negative emotions are a drain on 
productivity and innovation.11 What follows 
is a discussion of the four parts of emotion-
al intelligence (self-awareness, self-man-
agement, social awareness, and relationship 
management): what they are, how they are 
developed, and how leaders can use each 
part to manage emotional culture.

SELF-AWARENESS
The first part of the emotional intelligence 
framework is self-awareness and one of its 
two cornerstones. In order to lead effective-
ly, a leader must be self-aware. Goleman de-
fines self-awareness as “the ability to assess 
oneself realistically” and to notice, diagnose, 
and comprehend one’s “moods, emotions, 
and drives as well as their effect on oth-
ers”.12 Self-aware leaders understand their 
moods and emotional states and do not 
make decisions based on the emotions they 

are currently feeling. It is perfectly alright to 
be angry about a particular situation, but it 
is not alright to let anger drive the decision 
making process.

Self-awareness is about more than 
understanding emotions and moods. Self-
aware leaders understand and accept who 
they are as a person. Self-aware leaders 
have a strong understanding of their values 
and align their values with their actions. 
This alignment of actions and values makes 
them non-hypocritical and helps build 
trust in the organization. Leaders with high 
self-awareness know their strengths and 
limitations and use this self-knowledge to 
strategically fill their leadership teams. Un-
derstanding strengths and weaknesses also 
allows self-aware leaders to develop their 
strengths, which has a greater return on 
investment than strengthening their weak-
nesses. Self-aware leaders also recognize 
and follow their personal energy for optimal 
workflow. They know when they work best 
and plan their day accordingly.

Ways to Develop
The key to developing self-awareness is 
reflection and introspection that honestly 
examines and explains your behaviors, 
motivations, strengths, weaknesses, and 
overall performance and capacity as a 
leader. Obstacles to self-awareness include 
self-deceit, inability to receive feedback 
from others, and ego.13 To build self-aware-
ness, you need to take the time to reflect 
not only on your actions but the reasons 
behind them. This is difficult for anyone to 
do, but can be especially difficult for lead-
ers who not only have a busy schedule with 
little time for reflection but have very few 
if any people in the organization who are 
willing and able to give them truthful feed-
back. One way to practice introspection is 
to take time after an event to reflect on the 
situation and examine your emotions and 
motivations, a kind of self-debriefing. This 
is only helpful when you apply what you 
learned to adjust and improve your actions. 
If you do not already know, then take the 
time to learn what work makes you happy, 
angry, bored, or frustrated. Keep track of 
the work you perform and interactions 
you have and record how they made you 
feel. Did you feel drained or energized? Did 
you get into a state of flow? This can help 
you to plan your workday, learn where to 
improve, and how you need to prepare for 
certain situations and tasks.

You can also practice introspection by 

taking purposeful pauses throughout the 
day and answering the questions

Right now I am thinking… Right now I 
am feeling…

and recording the answer in a non-judg-
mental way. Remember, moods, feelings, 
and emotions are neither good nor bad. The 
story you tell yourself about those thoughts 
and emotions determines their value. This 
is a type of mindfulness practice. Mindful-
ness may seem trendy now, but it does 
have some great benefits for library leaders. 
Mindfulness practice comes in many forms, 
from the purposeful pause exercise just 
mentioned to formal sitting meditation. By 
developing mindfulness you becomes more 
self-aware and also socially aware.14

Emotional Culture
As a leader you can use self-awareness to 
manage and influence emotional culture in 
your library in several ways. First, be aware 
of what look - not just your clothes but your 
overall facial and body expressions - you are 
projecting to the world. Did you chose that 
look, or is it dictated by your mood? Perhaps, 
more importantly, what does your look say 
to the world? Does your look make you ap-
pear approachable or distant? Does it con-
vey you are a leader in charge, or that you 
just rolled out of bed? Monitor the align-
ment of your emotions, body language, and 
facial expressions. If you want to put people 
at ease so they will open up and share ideas 
with you, then your whole face and body 
need to project that message.

Self-awareness is also crucial in trying to 
control unconscious bias. The term uncon-
scious bias is mostly used when discussing 
racial or gender bias. It is unacceptable to 
exhibit racist or sexist behavior, but you can 
also show bias in other ways. Too often, the 
first impression we have of somebody sticks. 
As a leader, you might be unfairly labeling 
someone as lazy or a hard worker due to 
past interactions, not your most recent. 
Work to see every person and situation with 
fresh eyes and be aware when you are not. 
How you as a leader relate to others in an 
organization partly shapes their behavior.

SELF-MANAGEMENT
Self-awareness informs and contributes to 
self-management. Self-managing leaders 
display appropriate emotions for the situa-
tion, demonstrate resiliency, and thoroughly 
think through actions and their possible 
consequences.15 Leadership and self-man-
agement can sometimes be at odds with 
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one another. Self-control - the discipline 
to do what needs to be done at the mo-
ment - is a finite resources and needs to be 
renewed. When used heavily in one area 
like staying focused on achieving long-term 
goals, it can slide in other areas, particularly 
impulse control.16 Self-management is how 
leaders can create a healthy work-life bal-
ance. Work and life will never be perfectly 
balanced and probably should not be. Lead-
ers need to be flexible in how they spend 
their time to account for increased work or 
personal life demands.

Emotionally intelligent leaders know 
which areas of their life need the most at-
tention at the moment, and they can adjust 
their focus accordingly. Self-managing lead-
ers know how to set boundaries, when to 
take a break, and how to best avoid burnout 
and manage stress.

Self-management can help leaders in 
ways they may not think about much. Much 
human communication is non-verbal, and 
self-management allows leaders to control 
their non- verbal communication. Library 
leaders cannot sit in a meeting and sigh, roll 
their eyes, or cross their arms and slouch. 
Self-managing leaders moderate their 
responses and are consistent in the emo-
tions they display. Inconsistent emotional 
responses make a leader unapproachable 
and untrustworthy. Leaders with high levels 
of self-management complete projects, 
achieve goals, and are resilient with an 
ability to adapt change direction as needed. 
Self-managing leaders understand that in 
order to meet their long-term goals they 
must sacrifice in the short- term for greater 
rewards in the long-term. Self-managing 
leaders are not reactive, and they wait to 
give a response until they are completely 
comfortable with it.

Ways to Develop
In order to improve your self-management, 
make yourself accountable to others, espe-
cially when it comes to progress towards 
goals. Having an accountability partner 

with whom you check in each day, week, 
or month can help you stay on track and 
provide needed support, especially when 
it comes to finishing projects and reaching 
goals. Monitor what you say to yourself. Do 
not let those temporary thoughts - those 
negative thoughts, bad moods, or tempta-
tions to cheat your values - become perma-
nent ideas. Let those ideas pass or mindfully 
disrupt that false narrative. Be aware of your 
breathing and be in control of your breath. 
Your emotions and moods can change how 
you breath, which affects your entire body 
and brain.

Regularly practice deep breathing exer-
cises and be consistent with your breath. 
This can also help you stay clam in an emer-
gency. Finally, be mindful of your actions 
and always strive to be present and in the 
moment no matter what you are doing.

Emotional Culture
A prime way to use self-management to 
influence emotional culture is to respond, 
not react to situations. When you react, 
you fall back on habit, letting your mood or 
initial emotion dictate your behavior. When 
you respond you are giving the situation 
the proper attention and consideration it 
deserves and your response is appropriate 
to the situation. In order to learn to respond 
instead of react, delay your response. Take a 
few deep breaths and become aware of your 
current emotional state. Sometimes you get 
really excited about an idea or project and 
fail to see its shortcomings. Or you have a 
bad initial reaction to an idea, but after time 
see it is actually a good idea. Other times 
your initial reactions hold strong over the 
long run. No matter the case, when you take 
time to delay your response, to mull over 
the proper way to proceed, then you can be 
assured you are making the decision in a 
much better place instead of just reacting 
with your emotions.

A vital aspect of emotional culture and 
self-management is taking care of yourself 
and those in your library. Many leaders and 

organizations talk about having a healthy 
work life balance, but they do not always 
follow their own advice. This is one area 
where your example has a great deal of 
influence. Something as simple as sending 
an e-mail on the weekends or after hours 
can have a big effect. Recipients now feel 
the pressure to answer the e-mail you just 
sent, which in turn causes stress and upsets 
their work-life balance. As a leader, you want 
to set examples for working hard - not com-
ing in late or leaving early - but you must 
be cognizant of when your pace setting is 
leading to burnout and stress in the library. 
You also need to take care of yourself. Get 
a hobby, take time away from work, do 
things that replenish you and recharge your 
battery. Find healthy ways of dealing with 
the stress, expectations, and workload that 
come with a library leadership position. We 
crack jokes about wine and chocolate, but 
those are not healthy ways to deal with 
work and life problems.

SOCIAL AWARENESS
Social awareness means understanding 
and relating to people and the surrounding 
environment. Along with its main building 
block empathy, social awareness is the sec-
ond cornerstone of emotional intelligence. 
Without empathy we cannot connect with 
other human beings. Empathy is what 
allows us to understand others’ emotions, 
to actually feel them ourselves, and to 
respond in an appropriate and constructive 
way. Salovey and Mayer reckoned empathy 
to be the most crucial piece of emotional 
intelligence.17 Three types of empathy exist. 
The first is cognitive empathy, which is un-
derstanding another person’s perspective. 
Second is emotional empathy; feeling what 
another feels. The third form of empathy, to 
sense what another needs from you, is em-
pathic concern. An empathic leader builds 
better organizational relationships, which 
lead to more effective and happier organiza-
tional members.18

One important aspect of empathy for 
leaders is organizational awareness, under-
standing the culture, cliques, and politics of 
the library. This is crucial for any leader to 
have. A leader needs to be able to recognize 
powerful groups, influential individuals, 
and how things work in a library in order to 
be effective. Organizational awareness is 
also crucial when it comes to resonant and 
dissonant leadership. Resonant leaders are 
high in empathy and more attuned to their 
organization. They promote collaboration 

Table 1. Emotional Intelligence: 
Awareness and Regulation of Self

Self-Awareness •	 Understand your emotions
•	 Know your values and who you are as a leader
•	 Open, confident, and self-accepting
•	 Introspective

Self-Management •	 Self-control
•	 Healthy work-life balance
•	 Resilient and long-term achievement
•	 Be mindful of actions, thoughts, and breath
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and innovation. Dissonant leaders, on the 
other hand, use little empathy in their orga-
nization and create a climate of fear, anger, 
and other negative emotions.19

Compassion vs. Empathy
Empathy is seen as the foundation for social 
awareness and much of emotional intel-
ligence, but empathy has some drawbacks. 
Understanding the perspectives of others 
is a must for any leader; however, feeling 
another’s emotions as if they were one’s 
own is asking a lot of leader and can lead to 
emotional burnout and breakdown. Empa-
thy can also cause bias. Research has shown 
that empathy may lead to a leader making 
poor decisions to benefit someone who 
might not need it. Leaders can also show 
bias with whom they empathize. People 
relate to and empathize more with people 
who are more similar to them.20 Research-
ers and writers have now started to use 
the term compassion instead of empathy. 
Daniel Goleman in fact has started using 
the term “compassionate empathy” in place 
of empathic concern.21 Compassion is the 
understanding another person’s needs and 
helping and supporting them as they work 
to meet those needs.22 Compassion works 
better for leaders than empathy because 
empathy requires a leader to take on the 
burden of another while compassion moves 
a leader to work with and help a person 
alleviate their burden. Self-compassion is 
a must for everyone and the foundation of 
self-care discussed above. Compassion can 
be focused both outwardly and inwardly 
and may well be a better tool for leaders 
than empathy. No matter what term you 
use, library leaders need to use their emo-
tional intelligence to care about and want 
to help everyone in the library.

Ways to Develop
Some people are naturally more empathetic 
and compassionate than others, but both 
can be learned. Self-awareness is a valuable 
tool in building empathy and compassion. 
Being better in touch with your own emo-
tional states helps you understand other’s 
emotions. Another way to build empathy 
and compassion is to be fully present when 
you are with another person. When you 
are distracted you do not notice important 
aspects of verbal and non-verbal commu-
nication, and you disrespect that person by 
not giving them the attention they deserve. 
To ensure your full presence in a conversa-
tion actively listening to the person with 

whom you are speaking. Summarize what 
they have said to you and ask questions to 
clarify and better understand their mes-
sage. You can also increase your empathy by 
observing other people and paying atten-
tion to their body language, facial expres-
sions, and habits. What do their behaviors 
tell you about what they are feeling and 
experiencing? How would you approach 
them with bad or good news? How would 
a difficult conversation go with a person in 
that mood?

Emotional Culture
How can you use social and organizational 
awareness to manage emotional culture? 
The first thing is to recognize your co-
workers as people, relate to them, and work 
to make a human connection with them. 
It might not seem like much but calling 
people by their names when you greet them 
can have a tremendous positive effect on 
them and take you out of autopilot commu-
nication. Remember the little things about 
your colleagues and their families. As a lead-
er, you need to allow people in the library to 
be heard and express their emotions, even 
if they are not the ones you want. Approach 
people and respond to them with the proper 
emotion. While you reflect the emotion of 
another to build trust, you need to be able 
to redirect emotions and conversations. As a 
leader, you should acknowledge all feelings, 
but also counter negative emotions with 
positive feedback; influence others’ emo-
tions through the use of your own emo-
tions. Make sure you reward the behavior 
and work you want to see. This reward does 
not have to be monetary. A verbal or written 
recognition lets that person know you were 
paying attention to and cared about their 
deeds. Through these actions, leaders build 
a foundation of the emotional culture that 
people in the library matter.

Another way social awareness is im-
portant in managing emotional culture is 
through group problem-solving. By getting 
feedback from everyone, you make everyone 
feel a part of the process. You and others in 
the library are also able to learn about and 
appreciate the perspectives of other folks in 
the library. You also need to nip problems in 
the bud. Sometimes it is wise to let the peo-
ple affected solve a problem by themselves, 
but you need to have a good understanding 
of the problem and people involved. Too 
often little problems which could have been 
dealt with easily and effectively grow quick-
ly into big, complex problems with no easy 
solution. Finally, as a leader help develop a 
common purpose for your library. This is a 
bottom up not a top down approach. You 
help facilitate everyone’s voices to reach a 
common understanding of what everyone is 
working towards in the library. This purpose 
helps create common ground for everyone 
to approach each other. By helping to create 
a common purpose, you also help create 
hope and vision for a better future.

RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT
Relationship management involves initiat-
ing, building, and maintaining relationships 
inside and outside of the organization. 
Having good relationships throughout the 
organization helps leaders influence, inspire, 
and mentor others. Good relationships also 
lead to better teamwork and an easier time 
managing change. Building relationships is 
key for a leader.

Leadership is about relationships. The 
better the relationships between leader and 
follower, the better the leader, the better 
the follower, and the better the organization 
performs. These relationships do more to 
determine the success of the organization 
and fate of the leader than most any other 
factor. Better relationships between leaders 
and followers leads to better organizational 
citizens who are involved beyond their job 
descriptions and make positive contribu-
tions in all areas of the organization. The 
importance of good relationships extends 
to outside the library as well. Library leaders 
need to build relationships with academic 
leaders, city officials, library board members, 
and college faculty.

Ways to Develop
You can become better at relationship 
management by being open about your-
self and curious about others. People like 
leaders who are complete people and show 
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their human side. In order to have relation-
ships, you must build trust throughout your 
library. Trust is built slowly through hon-
esty, ethical behavior, value-driven decision 
making, and transparency. Be honest about 
the reasons behind your decisions. Use the 
other areas of emotional intelligence to be 
consistent in your message, make sure your 
tone, body language, and facial expressions 
are aligned, and be consistent with your 
moods and emotions.

Clear and consistent communication is 
another way to develop relationships in a 
library. Good communication includes both 
talking and listening and goes throughout 
the organization - including up to the leader 
- not just down to everyone else. When 
you talk to others, be both intellectual and 
emotional. Work to exude warmth and 
energy in your communication. This allows 
you to connect with more people on many 
levels, and it allows your listeners to feel the 
words you are saying because you feel them 
as well. Communication is about more than 
talking, it is also about listening. In order to 
make someone feel heard, re-state what the 
other person said, making sure they agree to 
your summary, before speaking. This helps 
both you and the other person come to a 
real understanding of each other’s view-
points and helps prevent an argument from 
being misconstrued.

Emotional Culture
If you already have good relationships with 
the people in your library, then you can use 
those relationships to influence them. But 
you can also use emotional intelligence and 
relationship management to help repair 
broken or antagonistic relationships and 
manage conflict. When trying to mend a 
relationship or defuse a difficult situation, 
focus on the facts, not the personalities of 
the people involved. Likewise, focus on the 
message, not how it was delivered. A pas-
sive-aggressive person might deliver a good 
message in a way that is difficult to receive. 
Try to give the other person the benefit of 

the doubt. Your passive-aggressive colleague 
might not handle conflict very well or know 
how to constructively deliver his/her point. 
Reflect on what you have done to contribute 
to this situation as well as questioning your 
assumptions about what is happening and 
why it is happening. Always meet hardness 
with softness. When you meet hardness 
with hardness, something will break. Meet-
ing negative behaviors with negative behav-
iors is like adding gasoline to a fire and will 
only make the situation worse. Do not try 
to change the other person. This is almost 
always a waste of time.

Work instead to understand their needs 
and resolve the situation as amicably as 
possible.

Lastly, give the other person room to 
back down. When a person feels desper-
ate, he/she will fight ferociously. Giving 
someone the ability to gracefully back 
down helps ease tensions and allows them 
to save face.23

CONCLUSION
Emotional intelligence has a wealth of 
benefits for library leaders, and a healthy 
emotional culture is critical for a library’s 
success. While some may think emotional 
intelligence is innate, it can be learned 
through coaching, practice, and feedback. 
This article discussed the importance of 
emotional intelligence to library librar-
ies; discussed each of the four pieces of 
emotional intelligence (self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, and 
relationship management); provided ways 
to develop each piece; and illustrated 
ways emotional intelligence can be used 
to influence and manage a library’s emo-
tional culture. n
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Table 2. Emotional Intelligence: 
Awareness and Regulation of Others

Social Awareness •	 Empathy
•	 Compassion
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•	 Work to understand others
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•	 Influence and inspire
•	 Communicate
•	 Be open and curious
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BY ADRIENNE WARNER

INTRODUCTION
Across the United States, reference librar-
ians use instant messaging tools to connect 
synchronously with researchers, and chat 
service is a staple across many academic in-
stitutions. At the University of New Mexico, 
a Research1, Hispanic-Serving Institution, 
reference librarians serve a community of 
20,244 FTE (Office of the Vice President for 
Research, n.d.). At the University Libraries 
(“the Library”), the reference landscape has 
changed in step with national trends of 
the last decade, particularly as face-to-face 
interactions have declined and online chat 
interactions have increased. Since the Li-
brary’s adoption in 2008, chat reference has 
grown to become an integral component of 
the suite of reference services offered (Agui-
lar et al., 2011). Staff provide in-house chat 
help to users who initiate conversations 
from chat boxes sprinkled across library web 
pages. Until recently, all chat boxes and links 
have been stationary, user-initiated, and 
placed within the web content manage-
ment software accessible to and maintained 
by Library employees.

In 2016, the Library migrated to Spring-

share’s LibAnswers software platform, 
which offered three styles of chat boxes, 
each with customization options. (Spring-
share has since created a fourth style, the 
floating widget.) Two of the style options 
provided the ability to make the box actively 
solicit a chat interaction with a user, wheth-
er by sliding out from a tab at the side or by 
popping up into the middle of the screen. 
These newly available features represented 
an increasingly interesting prospect. 

The software also offered improved 
transcript access. In reviewing logged chat 
conversations, the reference team observed 
many interactions where users needed help 
finding appropriate research databases, or 
had recently been in a database and could 
not find the material they needed. As the 
reference team discussed this trend, we 
realized that even though librarians and 
professors advised students to use databas-
es for their research, there was no librarian 
help embedded in those same databases. 
If students realized a need for live, online 
librarian assistance, and knew that chat 
help was available somewhere, they had 
two options. One route was to click the 
back arrow to find a library page with a chat 
widget, potentially losing their place in the 

database. The second choice was to open 
a new page or tab, navigate to the library 
website, and locate a chat widget. 

We decided that in addition to placing 
chat widgets into databases, we would 
make them proactive. We hoped that the 
proactivity of the widget would signal to 
confident database users that librarian chat 
had newly arrived in those platforms, while 
also actively offering help to inexperienced 
users. We ruled out passive chat boxes 
because they required users to be aware of 
their need for help before initiating conver-
sations. Alternately, the proactivity of the 
widget could help users assess whether 
they needed librarian support. 

With a clear intention to expand chat 
service to databases, we added ourselves 
to the ranks of other academic institutions 
who adopted this technology.

PROACTIVE CHAT EFFORTS IN ACADEMIC 
LIBRARIES
Chat service in many academic libraries is 
now a standard offering, and the develop-
ment of the option to make chat boxes au-
tomatically offer librarian help has created 
buzz. Since the first documented imple-
mentation of proactive chat in an academic 

Sliding Across the 
Database Divide with 
Proactive Chat Help

http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/author/adrienne-warner/
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library in 2014, several libraries have imple-
mented proactive chat service and written 
about their experiences (Epstein 2018; Fan, 
Fought & Gahn 2017; Hockey 2016; Kemp, 
Ellis & Maloney 2015; Pyburn 2019; Rich 
& Lux 2018; Zhang & Mayer 2014). While 
most have focused on placing proactive chat 
widgets in library website pages, some insti-
tutions have also placed them in discovery 
tool results pages. Two articles documented 
interest in extending proactive chat to 
database platforms (Rich & Lux 2018; and 
Epstein 2018), and two describe successful 
deployment of proactive chat within data-
bases (Hockey 2016; Pyburn 2019). 

Several articles discuss increased chat 
transactions following the implementation 
of proactive chat (Zhang & Mayer 2014; 
Kemp, Ellis, & Maloney 2015; Epstein 2018; 
Rich & Lux 2018;). In their webinar, “Trans-
forming Online Reference with a Proac-
tive Chat System,” Jan Kemp and Marjorie 
Warner reported that their venture was so 
successful that their institutions hired ad-
ditional staff to accommodate the increase 
in chat volume (2016). In several cases, 
proactive chat mitigated decreases in refer-
ence traffic and even catalyzed expanded 
reference service. 

PERCEPTIONS OF PROACTIVITY
Perceptions of the proactive nature have 
varied, with users and librarians express-
ing a wide range of opinions. In the first 
documented exploration of proactive chat 
in 2011, academic librarians conducted 
interviews with users to determine how a 

proactive, pop-up chat box on their library 
website might be regarded. When asked 
whether they found the offer to be positive 
or negative, four out of the six interviewees 
thought the pop-up was intrusive, perhaps 
because the chat box only initiated as a 
response to catalog searches that returned 
zero results. The authors hypothesized, “The 
negative feelings seemed to stem from 
the users’ association of a pop-up window 
with bad experiences on the Internet with 
pop-up web advertisements and electronic 
viruses” (Mu et al. 2011, 127). They recog-
nized that users’ broader Internet experi-
ences provided context for their perceptions 
of proactive chat. The negative perception 
affected some librarians, as well. One 
dismissed proactivity in chat as an “unde-
sirable feature,” and concluded “…in most 
cases – and maybe you can relate – proac-
tive chat tends to be annoying or distract-
ing” (Schofield 2016, 32). 

In several instances, however, the poten-
tial benefits of proactive chat outweighed 
negative associations, and experimentation 
with this new twist on an existing service 
continued. Nuanced approaches intended 
to mitigate potential negative connotations 
revolved around placement and wording. 
Two reports documented the targeting of 
strategic pages in which to place proac-
tive chat, rather than a blanket treatment 
(Kemp, Ellis & Maloney 2015; Hockey 2016). 
Librarians at Bowling Green State University 
examined locations within the pages them-
selves, and chose to put the chat widget in 
the unobtrusive lower right corner. They also 

used welcoming language intended to put 
users at ease (Rich & Lux 2018).

Changes in users’ perceptions since 
2011 have been documented with positive 
feedback. Kemp, Ellis, and Maloney ana-
lyzed user comments in their library’s 2015 
LibQUAL survey, and found that only five out 
of 38 comments mentioned chat proactiv-
ity in a negative light (2015, 768). Rich and 
Lux did not receive any negative comments 
from students on their proactive chat ef-
forts, though their colleagues did lodge 
complaints (2018). Librarians at Penn State 
University conducted a usability study on 
proactive chat and found that users would 
welcome a pop-up chat widget on the 
library website, and described the widget as 
“easy to use,” “approachable,” and “useful” 
(Imler, Garcia, & Clements 2016, 287). In 
this study 93% of the participants said the 
proactive chat widget on EBSCO’s PsycINFO 
database search page was helpful. Only one 
user out of 30 associated the pop-up chat 
widget with negative terms (2016, 287). 
These positive experiences with proac-
tive chat may be informed by the rapidly 
evolving web landscape. Fewer involuntary 
pop-up advertisements invade browsing 
sessions, and the proliferation of instant 
and social messaging platforms are more 
integrated into users’ Internet experiences. 

PROACTIVE CHAT IMPLEMENTATION AT THE 
LIBRARY
Laying the Foundation
After viewing Kemp and Warner’s webinar 
at the Library, we garnered enough institu-
tional buy-in to put together a small project 
team to explore placing proactive chat in 
subscription databases. As exciting as the 
prospect of duplicating other libraries’ suc-
cess was, the project team knew that the 
existing chat service model would not be 
able to accommodate the marked increase 
in chat volume reported elsewhere. We 
did not want to overburden staff providing 
face-to-face help by asking them to field po-
tentially concurrent chat sessions. Relocat-
ing staff to offices to answer chat inquiries 
was not an option either, as staff members 
at the reference desk were also expected to 
supervise student employees and maintain 
building safety and security. Budgetary 
constraints ruled out the possibility of hiring 
additional staff to handle potentially large 
increases in chat volume. 

In addition to chat volume, other 
unknowns existed. The project team 
needed to verify proof of concept. While 

Figure 1. Proactive, slide-out widget in EBSCO’s Academic Search Ultimate database. 
This screenshot shows the slide-out chat widget deployed and extended and hovering above the search 
homepage of the EBSCOhost database Academic Search Premier. The chat widget is accented with red and 
gray, and contrasts with the blue, green, and white lettering of the database’s palette.” 
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some database vendors allowed links to 
the Ask A Librarian help page, the project 
team was unaware of any vendor allowing 
proactive chat widgets to be embedded in 
their platforms. 

With a modest project scope in mind, 
the project team decided to target four 
large database vendors: ProQuest, Clari-
vate Analytics, Gale Cengage, and EBSCO. 
The vendors’ responses to our exploratory 
requests for collaboration varied. ProQuest 
responded that the company could not ac-
commodate our request, citing an existing 
option of a stationary chat link placed at 
the bottom of the database search page. 
Clarivate Analytics deferred because the 
company was in the midst of changing 
ownership and invited possible future col-
laboration. Two vendors, Gale Cengage and 
EBSCO, welcomed the venture and referred 
our inquiry to their in-house tech teams.

Building the Widget
With two vendors on board, the project 
team needed to build the chat widget. We 
began by choosing the slide-out widget 
style, preferring its ability to remain visually 
present at the side of the screen as the user 
navigated. Conversations could exist along-
side database searching.

Next, we customized the widget’s 
behavior and wording. After discussion and 
beta testing, the team chose a 30-second 
interval for proactive behavior. This meant 
that the user would encounter the widget 
if they navigated to a subscription database 
page and lingered there for 30 seconds. At 
that point, the tab on the right side of the 
screen would slide to the left 3 inches, re-
vealing a box that said “We’re here to help! 
UNM Librarians… your shortcut to better 
results.” With this language, we wanted to 
welcome the user and also signal that a 
librarian could be summoned if they chose 
to chat. We did not want the user to feel 
as though they were automatically thrust 
into a human interaction as soon as the 
box deployed, signified by a first-person 
direct question such as, “Hi! Can I help you 
find an article?” We thought it could be less 
intrusive if the user knew they would not be 
rejecting a person if they chose not to chat. 
Instead they would just be dismissing a 
tech object. After the welcome message, the 
user would have the option to choose “Chat 

now” or “No thanks” (Figure 1). If the user 
clicked “Chat now,” a free text field appeared 
for the user to type an initial question. After 
the user submitted their question, the Lib-
Chat software notified reference staff of an 
incoming chat inquiry.

After deciding the interval and lan-
guage, we customized the color palette. We 
chose to incorporate the cherry red color 
of university branding to further reinforce 
librarian help, visually differentiating it from 
the EBSCO and Gale color branding and 
their customer service options. The pres-
ence of the cherry red chat tab across the 
two vendors’ sites further distinguished the 
service’s brand.

Testing
Once the team built the widget, we tested 
its functionality by placing it in live web-
sites. Because we did not have access to ed-
iting sandboxes in Gale or EBSCO platforms, 
we created a series of private LibGuides to 
test the widget’s behavior and were pleased 
with how a chat conversation started in one 
guide was auto-populated into the widget 
on another guide. We were confident this 
behavior would be replicated in the data-
bases, and users would be able to navigate 
from page to page without losing the chat 
conversation.

Because we were not able to test the 
widget inside the databases before going 
live, the project team decided to imple-
ment proactive chat the second-to-last 
week of the spring 2017 semester. This 
had traditionally been a slow period in the 
Library’s chat reference load, so staff would 
not be overwhelmed while also allowing 
a modest amount of users to encounter 
the widget. Additionally, the project team 
could use the slow summer period to 
resolve possible technical issues before 
the busy fall semester. Vendor tech teams 
agreed with the proposed timetable and 
placed the chat widget in each of their da-
tabases, including the introductory search 
page, the results page, and the item detail 
page on May 3, 2017.1

TECHNICAL HITCHES
Reports of technical difficulties with proac-
tive chat at other institutions have revolved 
around software code incompatibility. One 
institution could not insert the chat widget 

onto its homepage because of conflict-
ing features in the content management 
software of the library site (Fan, Fought & 
Gahn 2017). Attempts at placing the widget 
into EBSCO and ProQuest databases re-
turned errors for database users at another 
institution, although eventually they were 
smoothed out in the ProQuest platform 
(Pyburn 2019). Another report discussed the 
inability of the widget to remember when a 
user had clicked, “No thanks,” an experience 
we would later have with our chat widget 
(Epstein 2018). Each of these articles had 
yet to be written when we decided to imple-
ment proactive chat at the Library, however, 
so we went into the process not knowing 
what could go wrong.

Thanks but No Thanks 
Three logistical issues came up during the 
course of the project, and the team discov-
ered the first problem a few weeks after 
going live with proactive chat. During some 
browsing sessions, the chat box refused to 
take the hint and remain stationary after 
the user clicked “No thanks.” This issue did 
not crop up during the project team’s beta 
testing, perhaps because the team tested 
the widgets on LibGuides, another Spring-
share application. In the live database envi-
ronment, however, sometimes a single user 
would be met with multiple chat requests.

We tried to duplicate the problem on 
staff and library classroom computers, 
on different browsers, and off-campus. 
Eventually, the team realized that browser 
cookie settings could interfere with the chat 
software’s ability to track the “No thanks” 
click history. Because users controlled their 
browser, we needed an easy way to explain 
the issue and offer instructions to both 
users and reference staff fielding chats. We 
created a Frequently Asked Questions entry 
that explained the need to allow third-party 
cookies on users’ browsers with links to 
directions to adjust the settings in major 
browsers. For some users, this worked. But 
cookie settings only accounted for a portion 
of the disregarding behavior, however, and 
the issue persisted. The project team contin-
ued to troubleshoot but could not identify a 
clear set of circumstances in which the chat 
box would ignore users’ preference. Because 
the team could not consistently reproduce 
the pattern and did not have access to data-

» Once the team built the widget, we tested its 
functionality by placing it in live websites.
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base software code, further troubleshooting 
by the project team was not possible.

In some cases, this technical annoyance 
interrupted library instruction sessions, caus-
ing librarians to have to explain it to a class-
room of students. For some colleagues, the 
interruption offered a chance to promote the 
availability of the service and it only offered 
disruption for others. Despite the occasional 
unpredictable widget behavior, the project 
team determined that the issue did not 
happen frequently enough or was not a sig-
nificant user deterrent to warrant complete 
cessation of the proactive chat service.

Non-transferrable Conversation
Back in the widget formation stage, the 
project team chose the slide-out widget 

style in part because the chat conversation 
embedded in the originating page followed 
the user as they navigated across pages. 
This behavior enabled the user to maintain 
a stable connection to the chat agent and 
allowed the conversation to partially overlay 
the active page. However, in September 
2017, several months after going live, the 
behavior of the chat boxes changed, so that 
chat conversations in progress did not auto-
matically populate onto new pages. When 
users discovered that the new webpage did 
not contain their in-progress chat, they were 
left to search for the conversation or start 
another. Some users navigated backward to 
the page in which the chat began. If it took 
longer than 30 seconds for the user to find 
the correct page and add another comment 

to the chat, the software treated the con-
versation as dormant and ended the chat. 
When this happened, the user would find 
that the text box no longer accepted mes-
sages and instead displayed the end-of-chat 
survey or a fresh chat box. On the librarian’s 
side, the chat box turned red and no further 
comments could be added. 

This unanticipated behavior change 
caused a great deal of confusion for users, 
and left staff scrambling to make sense 
of what was happening. As with the “No 
thanks” issue, impromptu troubleshooting 
sessions with users took place when they 
alerted reference staff to the issue. Refer-
ence staff had to juggle problem-solving 
efforts while also assisting users with their 
information needs. The remote location of 
chat users further complicated problem 
solving efforts because staff could not see 
which steps resulted in the disconnects for 
the user. Several days of increased discon-
nections and frantic reconnections during a 
busy time of the semester occurred before 
we understood that the behavior of the wid-
get had changed.

Even though we now knew what the 
problem was, there was little the Library 
could do to solve it. Troubleshooting ses-
sions were difficult, since we could not 
view or edit proprietary chat or database 
software code. Recreating user click-history 
and device behavior was impossible. We 
contacted the vendors, however triangula-
tion with the software companies and the 
Library created an indistinct responsibil-
ity zone that proved difficult to navigate. 
Resolution efforts over several months were 
ultimately ineffective. The project team 
decided to change the widget to the pop-up 
style, which allowed the chat conversation 
to take place in a new browser window and 
remain unaffected by user navigation in the 
other windows. 

Although an improvement in sustaining 
conversations, this widget style required 
users to toggle between windows each time 
they wanted to add a new comment to the 
conversation. Additionally, the user was not 
notified with a visual or auditory cue when 
the librarian added a comment, so users 
sometimes missed comments. We request-
ed that Springshare adjust the chat code to 
add a visual ping of the minimized window 
so users could see the librarians were talk-
ing, however this did not happen.

Vendor Control
While the Library appreciated Gale Cen-

Figure 2. Top five performing chat widgets since proactive chat implementation.. 
This chart shows the number of chats fielded over a 2 year period. Full description of Figure 2 as a list.

Figure 3. Chat transactions originating from stationary widgets and in-database proactive widget.. 
This chart shows that after the infusion of proactive chat transactions in Period B, the number declined in 
Period C to below Period A levels. Full description of Figure 3 as a list.
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gage and EBSCO’s willingness to work with 
us, these collaborations made us even 
more dependent on them. There was no 
formal documentation of this collaborative 
agreement, and the continuation of proac-
tive chat service was dependent on the 
vendors. In February 2018, we discovered 
that our chat widgets no longer appeared 
in the Gale Cengage suite of databases. 
After asking our vendor contact, we learned 
that the company’s refreshed platform no 
longer supported our widget and subse-
quent requests for reinstatement were 
unsuccessful. The removal of proactive 
chat boxes from Gale Cengage databases 
reduced by half the number of databases in 
which the proactive chat widget appeared. 
EBSCO continued to support proactive chat 
boxes in their databases.

AN IDEA TO ADDRESS THE HITCHES
By March 2018, proactive chat had been 
in the databases for almost a year, and 
the technical issues had become appar-
ent. We wanted to resolve each of the 
hitches: the disregard of the user’s choice 
of “No thanks,” the non-transferability of 
the conversations across web pages, and 
the susceptibility of service elimination by 
vendors. We formed a larger team of Library 
colleagues to evaluate options, including 
the library information technology pro-
gram analysts, web librarian, and electronic 
resources expert. One person suggested 
that we try placing proactive chat boxes 
on the proxy server, the interface that 
authenticates users’ credentials prior to 
subscription database access. If successful, 
this adaptation could give the Library more 
autonomy in that we could overlay any or 
all of the subscription database platforms 
and would not have to rely on each vendor 
for initial implementation and sustained 
collaboration. With supplemental assis-
tance from the Springshare tech team, and 
a newly available ProQuest sandbox for 
testing, preliminary gains gave us hope. 
We added custom code to the proxy server 
content management software, placing 
an additional timer that would begin after 
the user clicked “No thanks,” and override 
subsequent offers to chat within a half 
hour timeframe.

This seemed to cut down on the number 
of offers to chat, but did not resolve the 
issue completely. The original behavioral 
inconsistencies arose with this proxy layer 
solution, especially when we tested moving 
from one ProQuest database to another. 

The persistence of behavior issues seemed 
to confirm that the problem lay with the 
interaction of the chat widget code and the 
database code. Despite initial optimism, 
ultimately the team decided that without 
access to the proprietary code, the Library’s 
creative work-arounds would not adequate-
ly reduce the original technical issues, and 
shelved further development of this idea.

GAUGING USAGE
We knew the widgets were not behaving 
as expected, but it was not clear whether 
these hitches were affecting use. To un-
derstand usage, we analyzed transaction 
data recorded by the LibAnswers software. 
Although it collected robust metadata, the 
software did not track whether the chat 
was started by the user after the proactive 
widget slid out on its own, or as a result 
of the user clicking the stationary chat tab 
before the 30-second proactivity trigger. 
Because this was unknown, we could not 
draw direct conclusions about user and 
chat box interaction resulting from widget 
proactivity. The following data sets use the 
term “in-database proactive” to describe the 
originating widget, not the stage of widget 
activity when the user interacted with it. 

Use by Widget
The Library implemented live, proactive 
chat on May 3, 2017, and as of this writing 
(May 24, 2019) has received a total of 5,503 
chats across all UL widgets. Of that total, 
27.4% (n=1,511) originated in the proactive 
database chat widget, making it the top 
producing chat widget. This number may be 
inflated due to patrons attempting to recon-

nect after an interrupted interaction as de-
scribed previously, and additional research is 
needed to understand the exact number of 
disconnected and restarted interactions. De-
spite this possible inflation, that some users 
were willing to restart a chat conversation 
indicated their interest in using the service. 
Whether they responded to the proactive 
offer or clicked on the stationary tab to initi-
ate an interaction, users chose to chat when 
they were in the databases, and did so at 
a relatively high rate (Figure 2). Users have 
likely encountered the technical issues, yet 
their usage of the in-database chat widget 
suggests that the issues have not signifi-
cantly deterred them.
 

Workload
Initially, we limited the project scope to 
avoid overwhelming reference capacity 
and needed to determine if that decision 
was supported. To gauge overall impact of 
the additional proactive chats in relation 
to existing chat traffic, it was valuable to 
compare the number of chat transactions 
that took place in subscription databases 
with all other chat transactions. The Library 
migrated to LibAnswers LibChat software 
in July 2016. Ten months later, in May 2017, 
proactive chat boxes in databases became 
available to patrons. From July 1, 2016, to 
May 2, 2017, the period before proactive 
chat was implemented in the databases, 
there were a total of 2,254 chat interactions. 
From July 1, 2017, to May 2, 2018, after 
proactive chat was introduced, the number 
of chat interactions jumped to 2,848, an in-
crease of 26.4%. In the last period measured, 
Period C, chat transactions in both station-

Figure 4: Chat interactions per Full Time Equivalent (FTE) student enrollment metric.. 
The trendline shows a slight increase in the number of chats per student since 2013. Full description of 
Figure 4 as a list.
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ary and proactive widgets decreased from 
Period B. This total is reduced from Period 
A, before proactive chat was introduced 
(Figure 3). 

The introduction of proactive chat into 
the databases initially increased the overall 
chat load. Over time, however, all chat 
interactions fell, and initial gains provided 
by the introduction of proactive chat have 
been subsumed in the decline. In-database 
proactive chat load has not overwhelmed 
agents and the initial project scope was 
deemed appropriate. 

In-database proactive chat from Period 
B to C fell by 57%, and several factors may 
have contributed to this reduction. During 
fall 2017, approximately 20% of in-database 
proactive chat transactions originated 
from the Gale Cengage databases, and 
the elimination of the widget from that 
vendor’s 50 databases at the end of 2017 
could account for part of the decrease seen 
in Period C. Also in fall 2017, the slide-out 
widget behavior changed, preventing some 
chat conversations from following the user. 
Because some users chose to start new 
chats to regain connections with reference 
staff, and the system records each conver-
sation as a unique instance, some interac-
tions were likely logged twice. Although it 
is impossible to know the exact number of 
disconnects due to widget behavior failure, 
review of chat transcripts suggests this oc-
currence was more common in Period B. We 
changed the slide-out style to the pop-up 
style in Period C, so it is possible this change 
reduced the disconnects, thereby reduc-
ing users’ need to restart chats. Additional 
analyses will be possible as more data is 
collected in the coming semesters.

Several factors may be contributing to 
the overall decline of chat interactions at 
the Library. When taken as a whole, refer-
ence transactions via all modes (face-to-
face, chat, email, SMS text, and phone) have 
decreased when measured from July 1, 2016 

to May 2, 2019. When parsed by Period, 
chat, email, and SMS text follow the same 
pattern, peaking in Period B. The number 
of views of the Frequently Asked Questions 
have risen each year, perhaps answering 
questions otherwise fielded by staff. Library 
instruction initiatives, both face-to-face 
and online, may also impact the number of 
questions asked by chat or other reference 
mode. Another possible reason for de-
creased library reference transactions is that 
instructors may be accepting a wider range 
of resources found outside the Library’s 
online resources. Although enrollment at 
UNM has declined each year since 2014, the 
number of chat interactions per full-time 
equivalent has increased slightly (Office 
of Institutional Analytics, n.d.). 2017 saw 
the highest chat rate per student in recent 
years, a number perhaps influenced by the 
additional chats taking place within the 
databases (Figure 4).

 

User Ratings from Post-chat Surveys
Usage statistics were helpful to understand 
how users were interacting with the in-
database proactive widget, and we wanted 
to investigate users’ views of the quality 
of interaction that took place within it. We 
looked at data collected via the post-chat 
survey, which included a 1 to 4 rating scale: 
1 was bad, 2 was so-so, 3 was good, and 
4 was excellent. Users could rate any part 
of the chat interaction, including but not 
limited to the proactivity or non-proactivity 
of the chat box.

The number of ratings the top five most-
used widgets received followed the pattern 
of overall usage. The in-database proactive 
chat widget was the most used, and also 
received the most ratings (n=238), and had 
an average rating of 3.71 (Figure 5). The 
second-highest used chat box (Ask A Librar-
ian) received the second-highest number of 
ratings (n=224), and had a slightly increased 
rating average of 3.77. The widget with the 

highest average rating was the WMS discov-
ery chat box (n=3.83). 

Although the average rating for the 
In-Database Proactive widget was 3.71, 
which tied for last place, it was 0.12 behind 
the first place widget. Users rated chats 
occurring in the In-Database “Excellent” 
79% of the time. Additionally, chat conver-
sations rated within all of the widgets are 
well above a “Good” (3) rating. This consis-
tent rating average suggests users did not 
associate the in-database proactive chat 
technical issues to negative chat ratings. 

The top five most-used widgets had 
comparable average ratings, commonly 
receiving the “Excellent” rating.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Although we encountered technical hitches 
with this project, the project team counted 
this endeavor a success. Over a quarter 
of Library chat conversations came from 
inside database platforms, spaces previously 
devoid of librarian help. Users rated their 
interactions as overwhelmingly excellent. 
As we continue to assess this project, we 
would like to explore expanding proactive 
chat to more databases and the discovery 
tool, and reach out to previously unavailable 
vendors. We have plans to conduct usability 
tests with in-database proactive chat users 
to further investigate widget behavior and 
users’ perceptions. A deep dive into the 
types of questions arising within the proac-
tive chat widget is in development. 

Additional opportunities to research 
proactive chat exist, especially in the realm 
of accessibility. Patrons who use screen 
readers and users who access proactive chat 
on their mobile devices may encounter tech-
nical glitches beyond those outlined here. 
Licensing negotiation is another avenue 
of potential interest, and affirmations for 
chat widget support could provide clarity in 
vendor collaboration.

As libraries across the United States 
work to reach users at their point of need 
through proactive chat help, momentum 
builds for deeper collaborations. Librar-
ians, content providers, and library soft-
ware companies may be able to make this 
highly-used service seamless, and bridge 
the database divide. 
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Figure 5. User ratings by chat widget 
from May 2017 to May 2019.

Average Rating Number of Ratings % Excellent % Good % So-so % Bad

WMS discovery 3.83 87 91 2 6 1

Ask a Librarian 
page

3.77 224 85 10 2 3

EBSCO Discov-
ery Service

3.73 195 82 11 4 3

In-Database 
Proactive

3.71 238 79 15 4 2

Homepage 3.71 164 78 18 2 2



Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019 < 13> 

and throughout the writing process. Inga 
Barnello, Glenn Koelling, and Jeremiah 
Paschke-Wood provided thoughtful com-
ments on an early bird draft, transforming 
this study from nestling to fledgling. Article 
reviewers Paula Dempsey and Ryan Randall 
offered keen insights with kind words. 
Thank you. Publishing editor Ian Beilin 
shepherded this piece through the publica-
tion process. Finally, I thank my University 
of New Mexico chat service colleagues 
whose expertise continues to propel users 
on their research journeys. n

Copyright © 2019 by Adrienne Warner. 
This open access article is distributed under 
a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/). Originally published by In the 
Library with the Lead Pipe. http://www.
inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/
proactive-chat/

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Adrienne Warner 
(adriennew@unm.edu) is an assistant pro-
fessor and the First Year Experience Librarian 
at the University of New Mexico.

REFERENCES:
Aguilar, Paulita, Kathleen Keating, Suzanne 

Schadl, and Johann Van Reenen. “Reference as 
outreach: Meeting users where they are.” Jour-
nal of Library Administration 51, no. 4 (2011): 
343-358. https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2
011.556958

Epstein, Michael. “That thing is so annoying: How 
proactive chat helps us reach more users.” Col-
lege & Research Libraries News 79, no. 8 (2018): 
436. https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.79.8.436

Fan, Suhua Caroline, Rick L. Fought, and Paul C. 
Gahn. “Adding a Feature: Can a Pop-Up Chat 
Box Enhance Virtual Reference Services?.” Medi-
cal Reference Services Quarterly 36, no. 3 (2017): 
220-228. https://doi.org/10.1080/02763869.2
017.1332143

Hockey, Julie Michelle. “Transforming library en-
quiry services: Anywhere, anytime, any device.” 
Library Management 37, no. 3 (2016): 125-135. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/LM-04-2016-0021

Imler, Bonnie Brubaker, Kathryn Rebecca Garcia, 
and Nina Clements. “Are reference pop-up 
widgets welcome or annoying? A usability 
study.” Reference Services Review 44, no. 3 
(2016): 282-291. https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-
11-2015-0049

Kemp, Jan H., Carolyn L. Ellis, and Krisellen 
Maloney. “Standing by to help: Transforming 
online reference with a proactive chat system.” 
The Journal of Academic Librarianship 41, no. 
6 (2015): 764-770. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
acalib.2015.08.018

Kemp, Jan. H. and Marjorie Warner. “Transforming 
Online Reference with a Proactive Chat Sys-
tem.” Reference and User Services Association 
webinar: May 19, 2016.

Mu, Xiangming, Alexandra Dimitroff, Jeanette 

Jordan, and Natalie Burclaff. “A survey and 
empirical study of virtual reference service in 
academic libraries.” The Journal of Academic 
Librarianship 37, no. 2 (2011): 120-129. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2011.02.003

Office of Institutional Analytics. “Official Enroll-
ment Reports.” University of New Mexico. Ac-
cessed July 31, 2019: http://oia.unm.edu/facts-
and-figures/official-enrollment-reports.html

Office of the Vice President for Research. “Wel-
come from the OVPR.” University of New 
Mexico. Accessed June 21, 2019: https://re-
search.unm.edu/welcome

Pyburn, Lydia L. “Implementing a Proactive Chat 
Widget in an Academic Library.” Journal of Li-
brary & Information Services in Distance Learn-
ing 13, no. 1-2 (2019): 115-128. http://doi.org/
10.1080/1533290X.2018.1499245

Rich, Linda, and Vera Lux. “Reaching Additional 
Users with Proactive Chat.” The Reference 
Librarian 59, no. 1 (2018): 23-34. https://doi.org
/10.1080/02763877.2017.1352556

Schofield, Michael. “Applying the KANO MODEL 
to Improve UX.” Computers in Libraries 36, no. 8 
(2016): 28-32.

Springshare. “Springshare Privacy Policy.” Accessed 
August 14, 2019: https://springshare.com/
privacy.html

Springshare.”GDPR Compliance.” Accessed August 
14, 2019: https://www.springshare.com/gdpr.
html

Zhang, Jie, and Nevin Mayer. “Proactive chat 
reference: Getting in the users’ space.” College 
& Research Libraries News 75, no. 4 (2014): 202-
205. https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.75.4.9107

FOOTNOTE:
1 	 While a thorough investigation about the 

intersection of patron privacy with the data 
collection practices of chat and database 
software vendors is outside the scope of this 
article, it is worth noting that increased access 
to users’ information by the database vendors 
seems unlikely. The EBSCO and Gale Cengage 
tech teams received a snippet of widget code 
to embed in their pages, not the access key to 
the Library’s Springshare LibAnswers instance. 
Any additional patron data collected from 
in-database chat sessions would likely reside 
with Springshare, rather than EBSCO and Gale 
Cengage. LibAnswers records the referring URL 
that could include search terms entered by 
patrons using databases, such as in this string: 
https://web-b-ebscohost-com.libproxy.unm.
edu/ehost/resultsadvanced?vid=17&sid=790e
efd2-4a20-4947-a0fc-ffba4598916a%40pdc-v-
sessmgr05&bquery=(experimental+AND+stud
y+AND+design)&bdata=JmRiPXBzeWgmY2xp-
MD1GVCZjbHYwPVkmY2xpMT1SViZjbHYxPV

	 These search terms could be linked to personal 
information, such as user name, email or IP 
address. 

	 Springshare’s privacy policy does not list chat 
interactions and the associated referring 
URL as “Customer Data,” however it may be 
argued that the category Customer Data 
also includes search terms. Search terms are 
much less sensitive than other types of data 
they collect from chat widgets regardless 

of database involvement. Springshare posts 
their stance on patron privacy via their privacy 
policy and statement of compliance with the 
General Data Protection Regulation law. These 
documents state the company’s refusal to 
share or sell customers’ data. While the risk of 
personal data exposure through in-database 
chat sessions is low, experts in software inter-
face communication may be able to more con-
clusively state the level of risk. Privacy audits 
taking place in many academic libraries in the 
United States could include further investiga-
tion of these intersections.

APPENDIX:
Full Description of Figure 2. Top five per-
forming chat widgets since proactive chat 
implementation.
The five widgets that produced the most chats 

during the period of May 2017 to May 2019, in 
descending order are:

In-database proactive, which had 1511 chats, ac-
counting for 27.4% of all chat interactions

Ask a Librarian page, which had 1103 chats, ac-
counting for 20.0% of all chat interactions

EDS Discovery, which had 803 chats, accounting 
for 14.6% of all chat interactions

Homepage, which had 795 chats, accounting for 
14.4% of all chat interactions

WMS Discovery, which had 624 chats, accounting 
for 11.3% of all chat interaction

Full Description of Figure 3. Chat transac-
tions originating from stationary widgets 
and in-database proactive widget.
Period A (July 1, 2016 – May 2, 2017) 

2254 from the stationary widgets

0 from the In-database Proactive Chat widget

2254 total chat transactions

Period B (July 1, 2017 – May 2, 2018) 

1856 from the stationary widgets

992 from the In-database Proactive Chat widget

2848 total chat transactions

Period C (July 1, 2018 – May 2, 2019) 

1677 from the stationary widgets

425 from the In-database Proactive Chat widget

2102 total chat interactions

Full Description of Figure 4. Chat interac-
tions for the Full Time Equivalent (FTE) 
student enrollment metric by year.
Chat interactions for the Full Time Equivalent 

(FTE) student enrollment metric by year:

2013 is 0.108

2014 is 0.115

2015 is 0.121

2016 is 0.11

2017 is 0.129

2018 is 0.119

http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/proactive-chat/
http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/proactive-chat/
http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/proactive-chat/
mailto:adriennew@unm.edu
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2011.556958
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2011.556958
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.79.8.436
https://doi.org/10.1080/02763869.2017.1332143
https://doi.org/10.1080/02763869.2017.1332143
https://doi.org/10.1108/LM-04-2016-0021
https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-11-2015-0049
https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-11-2015-0049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.08.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.08.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2011.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2011.02.003
http://oia.unm.edu/facts-and-figures/official-enrollment-reports.html
http://oia.unm.edu/facts-and-figures/official-enrollment-reports.html
https://research.unm.edu/welcome
https://research.unm.edu/welcome
http://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1499245
http://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1499245
https://doi.org/10.1080/02763877.2017.1352556
https://doi.org/10.1080/02763877.2017.1352556
https://springshare.com/privacy.html
https://springshare.com/privacy.html
https://www.springshare.com/gdpr.html
https://www.springshare.com/gdpr.html
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.75.4.9107
https://springshare.com/privacy.html
https://springshare.com/privacy.html
https://www.springshare.com/gdpr.html


<14> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019

BY LIZ CROUSE AND JEVIN WEST

In March, the University of Washington 
iSchool held the first ever MisinfoDay, 

an inaugural event meant to help teens 
navigate the misinformation landscape. 
We wanted to create an event where high 
school students, teachers, and librarians 
could engage with university librarians, fac-
ulty, and students to learn about misinfor-
mation campaigns, how to verify question-
able information, and how cognitive biases 
can affect their response to information. 
Our goal is to create a template so that oth-
er schools can host their own MisinfoDay.

After reaching out to high school teach-
ers and librarians in the Seattle area, we 
ended up with over 150 students, mostly 

juniors and seniors, from four different 
public schools. The majority were from the 
Seattle area, but eleven students came 
with their school librarian all the way from 
Toledo, WA, a town two hours south of 
Seattle. A handful of teachers and librar-
ians from other Seattle schools also came 
on their own, without any students, to see 
what they could learn and take back to 
their classrooms.

Our schedule, below, was a mix of pre-
sentations by university faculty and guest 
speakers and small group workshops led 
by UW librarians. In designing the schedule 
and workshop plans, we drew on Jevin West 
and Carl Bergstrom’s Calling Bullshit course, 

Mike Caulfield’s Web Literacy for Student 
Fact-Checkers, Stanford History Education 
Group’s research on how fact-checkers oper-
ate, and KQED Learn’s Above the Noise. In 
addition to our speakers and workshop lead-
ers, we had many other student and staff 
volunteers from the iSchool and College of 
Education at the event to engage with the 
students and help things run smoothly.

In the spirit of stepping outside your 
bubble, a crucial step in the fight against 
misinformation, we asked students to work 
with people from different schools during 
the workshop activities and to sit in mixed 
groups during the presentations.

MisinfoDay:
» Bringing Media Literacy to High School Students, Teachers, 

and Librarians

Students discuss confirmation bias with facilitators during “Why Your Brain Loves Fake News” workshop. 
Photo from UW Information School, photography by Doug Parry.

» In the spirit of stepping outside your bubble, a crucial 
step in the fight against misinformation, we asked 
students to work with people from different schools 
during the workshop activities and to sit in mixed 
groups during the presentations.

https://callingbullshit.org/index.html
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://ed.stanford.edu/news/stanford-scholars-observe-experts-see-how-they-evaluate-credibility-information-online
https://ed.stanford.edu/news/stanford-scholars-observe-experts-see-how-they-evaluate-credibility-information-online
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/bias-brain-kqed/why-do-our-brains-love-fake-news-above-the-noise/
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MISINFODAY SCHEDULE OF EVENTS
Presentation: Mis/Disinformation 101 
What is misinformation? Disinforma-
tion? How much is out there? How does it 
spread – and why do people create it in the 
first place? UW professors will teach you 
about the current state of misinformation 
in the US.

Workshop: Fact-Checking Tips & Tricks 
Learn tips for fact- checking and try your 
hand at verifying some articles and social 
media posts.

Presentation: Data Tracking & Visualiza-
tions See how your data is tracked online, 
then learn the hallmarks of misleading data 
visualizations to watch out for.

Workshop: Why Your Brain Loves Fake 
News Learn why your brain falls for fake 
news and what you can do about it.

Presentation: Ask the Experts Panel Hear 

from a panel of experts from Snopes, The 
Seattle Public Library, and UW about their 
work. Come with questions about misinfor-
mation, fact-checking, confirmation bias, 
and more.

The day was a success. Students were 
engaged, teachers gave positive feedback, 
and we already have schools asking to be 
put on the list for next year.

RESULTS
In addition to the workshops and presenta-
tions, we also set aside time at the begin-
ning and end of the event for students to 
complete a pre- and post-survey. Here’s 
what we found:
•	 Students see the spread of misinforma-

tion as a significant problem. When asked 
to rate the issue on a scale of 1 (not a 
problem) to 5 (a huge problem), most 

students rated it a 4 or 5 at the start 
(84 percent) and end (97 percent) of the 
event.

•	 Most students reported increased confi-
dence in their ability to verify question-
able information. When asked to rate 
their confidence from a 1 (not confident) 
to 5 (very confident), the vast majority 
– 82 percent – indicated that they had 
increased confidence in their verification 
skills after the event, with a little over 
half of students increasing their rating 
by 1 (going from a 3 to a 4, for example) 
and about a quarter increasing their 
rating by 2.

•	 More students displayed a “check the 
source” mentality after the event. When 
asked whether they would trust the in-
formation presented in two social media 
posts, students indicated they would 

Students investigate a questionable headline during “Fact-Checking Tips & Tricks” workshop. Photo from UW Information School, photography by Doug Parry.

Vinny Green, VP and Co-owner of Snopes, speaks to 
students during “Ask the Experts” panel. Photo from 
UW Information School, photography by Doug Parry.
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consider the source, content, or both 
when making their decision. However, 
in the pre-survey, more students com-
mented on the content of the post when 
making their decision, saying either 
that it seemed too extreme or that it 
aligned with their previous knowledge, 
while in the post- survey more students 
commented on the source of the post, 
saying that they weren’t familiar with 
the publisher listed or that they knew it 
to be untrustworthy.

•	 Students haven’t used—or heard 
of—fact-checking sites. Seventy-seven 
percent of students listed checking 
multiple sources as a strategy they 
would use to verify questionable in-
formation in the pre-survey, but none 
of them mentioned any fact-checking 
sites (only 13 percent mentioned a 
specific resource at all). In one of the 
workshop sessions, when asked if they’d 
heard of Snopes, Politifact, or FactCheck.
org, all twenty-five students indicated 
they hadn’t heard of any of them. After 
participating in the fact-checking work-
shop and hearing from the co-owner 
of Snopes during the “Ask the Experts” 
panel, 90 percent of students said they 
would check multiple sources to verify 
questionable information and about a 
third of that group said they would use 
a fact-checking site like Snopes.

•	 Students needed more time for process-
ing and questions. We had so many great 
activities and speakers that we wanted 
students to engage with that we packed 
our schedule too tightly. In the event feed-
back, many students said the event felt 
rushed and that they ran out of time for 

some activities. They asked for more time 
to process information and ask questions 
of the speakers and workshop leaders. 
Next year, we’ll build in more time for 
students to engage with the presenters 
and materials on their own terms. This 
will mean letting go of some activities. To 
help prioritize, we hope to work with high 
school students in designing the event so 
that we can include the activities most 
meaningful to them.

•	 Students wanted a more interactive 
event. In designing the event, our aim 
was to include a mix of presentations and 
hands-on workshops so that students 
could learn from experts in the field and 
discuss and practice different strategies 
themselves. While many students said 
they liked the speakers and workshops, 
many also said they wished there were 
more interactive elements. Students 
wanted to see the presenters engaging 
with them more – potentially through 
questions, polls, or other forms of audi-
ence participation – and seemed to enjoy 
the workshops that focused on achieving 
a goal, like investigating a questionable 
claim, over the ones that focused on more 
general discussion of an issue.

MISINFODAY 2020 AND BEYOND
Since the event, we’ve heard inspiring sto-
ries of students and teachers taking what 
they learned back to their own schools. 
One example came from the students from 
Toledo, who, with the help of their librarian, 
led a MisinfoDay assembly for their school 
to share what they learned at the event. 
Another came from a teacher that at-
tended MisinfoDay on his own. He used the 

resources highlighted at the event to create 
a unit for 11th graders that asked them to 
become experts in one aspect of evaluating 
information and then teach these skills to 
9th graders as their final project.

We plan to hold MisinfoDay again next 
year. In the spirit of expanding the reach 
of these important skills, we invite you to 
join us. If you’re excited by this idea, please 
consider participating in our event, or, even 
better, hosting MisinfoDay in your own 
community. Ideally, this would be hosted on 
the same day in the spring each year. We’re 
working on creating a website to share our 
lesson materials and presentation videos 
and any materials from other groups willing 
to make their materials freely available to 
others. We invite you to use this resource in 
your planning.

Please feel free to contact us if you have 
further questions or if you want to brain-
storm ideas for your own event. n

Copyright © 2019 by Liz Crouse and Jevin 
West. Article first appeared in Alki, the Jour-
nal of the Washington Library Association, 
July 2019 issue. https://wala.memberclicks.
net/assets/Alki/Alki_July_2019_R5.pdf
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University of Washington and co-directs the 
DataLab.

» Since the event, we’ve heard inspiring stories of students 
and teachers taking what they learned back to their 
own schools. One example came from the students 
from Toledo, who, with the help of their librarian, led a 
MisinfoDay assembly for their school to share what they 
learned at the event. Another came from a teacher that 
attended MisinfoDay on his own. He used the resources 
highlighted at the event to create a unit for 11th graders 
that asked them to become experts in one aspect of 
evaluating information and then teach these skills to 9th 
graders as their final project.

https://wala.memberclicks.net/assets/Alki/Alki_July_2019_FINAL.pdf
https://wala.memberclicks.net/assets/Alki/Alki_July_2019_FINAL.pdf
mailto:lizcrous@uw.edu
https://ischool.uw.edu/
http://www.washington.edu/
https://datalab.ischool.uw.edu/
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BY TALEA ANDERSON, JYLISA DONEY, 
BETH HENDRIX, JESSICA MARTINEZ, RICK 
STODDART, & MEGGIE WRIGHT

INTRODUCTION
The expense of textbooks and other course 
materials can constitute a significant 
portion of students’ budgets. With costs 
often exceeding $1,000 per year, it is not 
surprising that many students choose to 
simply forgo purchasing them. Because do-
ing without the necessary course materi-
als can be a roadblock to student success, 
academic libraries are addressing this issue 
by working with faculty to create more 
affordable materials for their students 
through the development of open educa-
tional resources (OER).

OER are teaching, learning, and research 
resources that reside in the public domain 
or have been released under an intellectual 
property license that permits their free use 
or repurposing by others. Open educational 
resources include full courses, course mate-
rials, modules, textbooks, streaming videos, 
tests, software, and any other tools, materi-
als, or techniques used to support access 

to knowledge (Atkins, Brown, & Hammond, 
2007, p. 4).

Although a relatively new initiative in 
academia, OER align well with the mission 
of academic libraries and their culture of 
equity and access for all library users. OER 
also meet the standards for library services 
set forth by S.R. Ramamrita Ranganathan 
(1892–1972) in his foundational publica-
tion, Five Laws of Library Science (1931).

Known worldwide for his fundamental 
thinking in the field of library and informa-
tion science, Ranganathan was a mathema-
tician and librarian from India whose most 
notable contributions were the develop-
ment of the first major faceted classifica-
tion system, colon classification, and his Five 
Laws of Library Science (1931). The five laws, 
which form Ranganathan’s philosophy of 
library service, have been adapted widely 
as the field has developed new technolo-
gies and methods. These brief statements 
form a framework that has made a lasting 
impression on the field of library science 
and continue to serve as a model for library 
organizations today (Ranganathan, 1931):
1.	“Books are for use.” Ranganathan’s first 

law addresses user access to library 
materials.

2.	“Every person his or her book.” The second 
law proposes that libraries serve all 
people, and are therefore responsible for 
adding materials to their collections that 
fit the range of information needs and 
views of their users.

3.	“Every book its reader.” This law suggests 
that each item in a library has an indi-
vidual or individuals who would find that 
item useful.

4.	“Save the time of the reader.” The fourth 
law proposes that all users should be able 
to easily, quickly, and efficiently locate the 
resources they need.

5.	“The library is a growing organism.” This 
law implies that libraries, as institutions, 
are continually changing and that library 
materials, methods, and facilities should 
be updated over time.

The simple wording and essential values 
of the Five Laws have facilitated reinterpre-
tation and reinvention as libraries have em-
braced technological innovations and new 
techniques to address users’ needs. Since 

The Five  
Laws of OER

» Observations from Ranganathan
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the advent of the World Wide 
Web in the early 1990s, numer-
ous researchers have successfully 
repurposed the Five Laws to relate 
to contemporary aspects of library 
and information science, including 
distance education (Mishra, 
1998), web page design 
(Croft, 2001), information 
architecture (Steckel, 2002), 
digital libraries (Satija, 2003), 
online electronic journals 
(Khode & Khode, 2011), and 
the social construction of 
technology (SCOT) framework 
(Carr, 2014).

The best known inter-
pretations of Ranganathan’s 
laws are “Five New Laws of 
Librarianship” by Michael Gor-
man (1995) and “Application 
of Ranganathan’s Laws to the 
Web” by Alireza Noruzi (2004). 
Gorman (1995) considered how 
Ranganathan’s laws applied to 
the challenges of librarianship 
and the future of libraries:
1.	Libraries serve humanity;
2.	Respect all forms by which knowledge is 

communicated;
3.	Use technology intelligently to enhance 

service;
4.	Protect free access to knowledge; and
5.	Honor the past and create the future. (pp. 

784–785)

Noruzi’s (2004) adaption of the Five Laws 
simply replaced the word book with Web to 
describe how, like libraries, the central mis-
sion of the Web is to support the informa-
tion needs of its users. In the spirit of that 
same mission, our aim in this article is to 
investigate the ways in which OER support 
the information needs of the academic 
community by reducing barriers to access in 
higher education.

LAW #1: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES ARE 
FOR USE
A core tenet of open education is that ac-
cess to information is a basic human right. 
The United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 
n.d.) posited this belief when it coined its 
definition of OER at the 2002 Forum on the 
Impact of Open Courseware for Higher Edu-
cation. UNESCO supported the development 
of freely accessible educational materials 
in the belief that “universal access to high 

quality education is key to 
the building of peace, sus-

tainable social and economic 
development, and inter- cul-

tural dialogue” (UNESCO, n.d.). 
UNESCO therefore regarded 
OER as an important develop-

ment in opening educational 
opportunities to every person 

in the world regardless of class, 
race, gender, or economic stand-
ing. Similarly, the Cape Town Open 

Education Declaration (2007) explicitly 
connected the increased development 

and use of OER to improvements in the 
lives of “hundreds of millions of people 
around the world” who would benefit 
socially and economically from greater 
access to information. Groups across 

the world quickly signed on in support 
of this vision of universal education; the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), the Com-
monwealth of Learning, the Asia-

Pacific Economic Cooperation, Carnegie 
Mellon, MIT, the Gates Foundation, the 

Hewlett Foundation, OER Africa, the Schol-
arly Publishing and Academic Resources 
Coalition (SPARC), and many others provided 
prominent backing.

Open education challenges the notion 
that education should be privatized and 
corporatized, instead contending that infor-
mation should be accessible for use by all. 
OER have emerged in the context of reduced 
funding for public education. Universities 
and researchers have been pressured to take 
on corporate sponsorships or seek addi-
tional funding by other means (McCluskey, 
2017). Some have argued that education 
should be completely privatized per econo-
mist and philosopher Adam Smith’s vision, 
and that this move would improve services 
for student “customers” (Stanfield, 2012). 
However, proponents of open education 
have noted that textbook publishers are 
particularly adept at exploiting the lack of 
choice in the supposedly capitalistic market 
surrounding education (Popken, 2015). Fur- 
ther, in any market built on socioeconomic 
inequity, poorer students will still struggle 
to receive an education (Paulsen & St. John, 
2002; Provasnik & Planty, 2008). In fact, OER 
proponents suggest that, as a general popu-
lation, students are particularly sensitive 
to cost and often choose not to purchase 
expensive textbooks. Indeed, survey results 
indicate that a majority of students report 
choosing not to purchase textbooks on at 

least one occasion due to cost: a choice that 
students foresee negatively impacting their 
course outcomes (Florida Virtual Campus, 
2016). Therefore, open education attempts 
to make education accessible to all by re-
moving cost barriers for course materials.

LAW #1 IN PRACTICE
•	 Libraries can support increased use of 

educational resources by creating, back-
ing, or expanding OER initiatives.

•	 Libraries might usefully reallocate re-
sources to support OER initiatives given 
the close match between library mission 
and open education, both of which seek 
to support equal access to information.

LAW #2: EVERY STUDENT THEIR 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE
If the first tenet of library science as con-
nected to OER proposes that education 
should be accessible to all, it would follow 
that the second tenet requires libraries to 
make available the books and materials re-
quired for this education. To accomplish this 
in the context of Ranganathan’s second law, 
academic libraries must first identify who 
their community is and determine whether 
or not library collections and collection 
development policies truly meet community 
needs (Connaway & Faniel, 2014, p. 32). Stu-
dents’ access to required and recommended 
course materials constitutes an unmet need 
in the academic library community that can 
be addressed with OER.

Students consistently express concern 
over their ability or inability to purchase 
required and recommended course materi-
als, as well as how these purchase decisions 
may impact their grades (Senack, 2014). 
Over time, higher education institutions and 
academic libraries have started to recognize 
the substantial cost and access barriers stu-
dents face when attempting to acquire their 
required and recommended course materials 
(Okamoto, 2013; Seaman  & Seaman, 2017). 
Individual faculty members and instructors 
also recognize that cost is an important 
consideration for students, with 89% of 
respondents to a recent survey stating that 
cost is either “important or very important” 
when they select materials for their courses 
(Seaman & Seaman, 2017, p. 9). In terms 
of cost, the National Association of College 
Stores (n.d.) estimated that, on average, in 
2017–2018, required course materials and 
technology/supplies cost students $484.00 
and $612.00, respectively. In 2018–2019, 
the College Board (2018) estimated that 
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books and supplies cost students between 
$1240.00 and $1440.00. In 2018–2019, 
both Lane Community College (n.d.) and the 
University of Idaho (n.d.) estimated that stu-
dents would spend more than $1200.00 on 
books and supplies, while Washington State 
University (n.d.) estimated a cost of $960.00 
for textbooks alone. Textbook costs not only 
affect students’ finances; these costs may 
also impact whether and how students 
choose to purchase course materials. Results 
from a recent survey of faculty and instruc-
tors indicate that 64% of respondents be-
lieved “that less than 90% of their students” 
purchased the course textbook(s) (Seaman 
& Seaman, 2017, p. 12). When attempting 
to purchase textbooks for their courses, 
students often report the need to purchase 
textbooks from sources other than campus 
bookstores, acquire used copies of textbooks, 
rent textbooks, share textbooks with other 
students, use a library copy of the textbook 
(if available), use older editions of course 
materials, and delay purchases or avoid pur-
chasing the textbooks at all (Christie, Pollitz, 
& Middleton, 2009; Donaldson, Nelson, & 
Thomas, 2012; Florida Virtual Campus, 2016; 
Senack, 2014).

Historically, some academic libraries 
have maintained that textbook purchases 
are a student’s responsibility and have cre-
ated policies that prohibit their purchase 
with library funds or their request via 
interlibrary loan (Gibbs & Bowdoin, 2014; 
Murphy, 2013). However, in recent years, 
many libraries have worked to address 
cost and access barriers by creating course 
reserves programs. These programs often 
work directly with faculty and instructors to 
make at least one copy of a course text-
book available in the library; some libraries 
even use their own collection development 
budgets to purchase required textbooks 
from campus bookstores and place them 
on reserve (Celik & Peck, 2016; DeMartini, 
Marshall, & Chew, 2018; Greiner, 2012). 

Just as Ranganathan proposed that libraries 
should purchase the costly and often inac-
cessible reference works that would be used 
frequently by their patrons (Ranganathan, 
1931, p. 280), academic libraries’ support 
of course reserves reflects a renewal of the 
second law and provides a pathway for its 
connection to OER. Expanding the second 
law to reflect “every student their educa-
tional resource” requires academic libraries 
to challenge the concept of “[text]books for 
the chosen few” (Ranganathan, 1931, p. 74), 
e.g., those who can afford them, those who 
can purchase them before they are sold out, 
and those who can access them in a format 
that meets their needs.

One way that academic libraries can 
advocate “every student their educational 
resource”  is to redefine their relationships 
with faculty and instructors and offer sup-
port during the course material adoption 
process (Okamoto, 2013). Surveys show 
that the majority of faculty members and 
instructors need more information about 
OER (Belikov & Bodily, 2016, p. 239; Seaman 
& Seaman, 2017, p. 16) and that they have 
various concerns related to the findability, 
availability, quality, and usefulness of OER 
for their courses (Belikov & Bodily, 2016, p. 
239; Martinez, Doney, & Stoddart, 2019; 
Seaman & Seaman, 2017, p. 30). Librar-
ians can situate themselves as allies in 

the course material adoption process by 
advertising how they can help faculty and 
instructors find high-quality OER that meet 
their students’ needs (Martinez et al., 2019), 
while also addressing faculty and instruc-
tor  concerns about resource availability 
and quality (Seaman & Seaman, 2017). 
Another way to ensure “every student their 
educational resource” is to encourage OER 
adoption at all course levels. OER creators 
and publishers initially developed the ma-
jority of their course material offerings for 
“large enrollment introductory level courses” 
that would have the greatest impact on the 
most students (Seaman & Seaman, 2017, 
p. 32). However, students in advanced, dis-
cipline-specific, and upper-division courses 
also have a need for OER. Course material 
adoption in these situations may not be as 
streamlined as selecting a premade OER. 
Librarians may need to collaborate with 
faculty members and instructors to support 
their revision of existing OER or even their 
creation of new OER. Many faculty members 
and instructors do not have prior experience 
with the OER creation process. If librar-
ians are committed to “every student their 
educational resource,” they will need to find 
ways to support faculty and instructors as 
they negotiate new processes and poten-
tially establish collaborative relationships 
with other campus entities, such as centers 
for teaching and learning.

Ranganathan’s second law requires that 
libraries serve all patrons, provide access to 
collections that represent their needs, and 
find ways to eliminate as many restrictions 
to access and availability as possible (Con-
naway & Faniel, 2014, p. 26). If academic li-
braries still see “every reader their book” as a 
relevant guiding principle, libraries are com-
pelled to view course materials as another 
aspect of library collections. If academic 
library communities need these resources, 
OER offer a clear way to challenge cost and 
access restrictions so that all students can 

» Historically, some academic libraries have maintained that 
textbook purchases are a student’s responsibility and have 
created policies that prohibit their purchase with library 
funds or their request via interlibrary loan. However, in 
recent years, many libraries have worked to address cost 
and access barriers by creating course reserves programs.
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acquire and use the educational resources 
required for their courses.

LAW #2 IN PRACTICE
•	 Libraries can challenge students’ cost and 

access barriers for educational resources 
by advocating OER adoption and continu-
ing to support course reserves.

•	 Libraries can encourage faculty and 
instructor use of OER by serving as allies 
throughout the adoption and implemen-
tation process.

LAW #3: EVERY EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE 
ITS STUDENT
The third law of library science, “every book 
its reader,” focuses on the intersection of 
discoverability, equitable access, and the va-
riety of information formats. Ranganathan 
concentrated this law on the physical object 
of the book, intending for library materials 
to be relevant to all members of a commu-
nity. In many ways, this is the idea that pa-
trons can see themselves within a library’s 
collection. By seeing herself within a library’s 
collection, a patron can find an item of inter-
est, no matter how esoteric. This extends to 
Ranganathan’s advocacy for an open stacks 
design, which allows patrons to physically 
locate the part of the library that interests 
them. Specifically Ranganathan called this 
“the open access system,” wherein a patron 
“is permitted to wander among the books 
and lay his hands on any of them at his will 
or pleasure” (Ranganathan, 1931, p. 300). In 
this manner, and through the lens of Ran-
ganathan’s third law, the library’s collection 
then becomes a more accurate mirror of the 
community it serves—addressing the needs, 
interests, and culture from all vantages 
large and small—and the patron is free to 
discover the collection without impediment 
by library design or other concerns. There-
fore, every book does indeed have its reader 
or user. Similarly, the idea of “every OER its 
reader” is not only a call for open access, but 
also a reminder that OER are intended to 
serve the needs of multiple communities. 
The ability to remix and reimagine content 
aids in allowing OER to truly reflect cultural, 
learner, disadvantaged, and disabled learn-
ing needs. In other arenas, Ranganathan’s 
third law has been reimagined as a call for 
format plurality, as not only “every book,” 
but also every me- dium (Simpson, 2008) 
or every piece of technology (Noruzi, 2004) 
its own user. In light of format plurality, 
“every OER its reader” suggests that OER 
should be agnostic to format, medium, or 

platform and made available in a multitude 
of modalities to increase access and ac-
commodate learning preferences. The third 
law, therefore, frames OER as necessarily 
portable across devices and formats to meet 
users where they are.

In summarizing early conversations 
around OER, Joyce (2006) addressed par-
ticular aspects of OER that speak to the idea 
of every OER its reader. In working through 
defining what qualifies as an OER, Joyce 
(2006, p. 6) identified aspects such as file 
formats that “everyone can open, copy and 
paste from, and edit content in, without 
needing to install proprietary software” 
as desired qualities for OER. For example, 
even though OER text might be open, if a 
user is required to use proprietary means of 
access via a learning management plat-
form (e.g., Blackboard), viewer/editing tool 
(e.g., Adobe), software (e.g., Flash), or even 
access it via computer at all, this calls into 
the question the openness and accessibility 
of the content. In a summarizing report to 
the Hewlett Foundation, Atkins et al. (2007, 
p. 26) noted the need for object granular-
ity and “object format diversity” to ensure 
interoperability across devices. In making ev-
ery OER available to its user, issues of tech-
nological infrastructure, format accessibility, 
and user preference must be addressed to 
truly consider OER open and accessible to 
underserved and diverse populations.

Petrides, Levin, and Watson (2018) 
proposed the CARE Framework as a “set of 
values and collective vision” to guide OER 

work and development to better meet the 
needs of learners and educators. The CARE 
framework is made up of four elements:
•	 Contribute: OER stewards actively con-

tribute to efforts, whether financially or 
via in-kind contributions, to advance the 
awareness, improvement, and distribu-
tion of OER;

•	 Attribute: OER stewards practice con-
spicuous attribution, ensuring that all 
who create or remix OER are properly and 
clearly credited for their contributions;

•	 Release: OER stewards ensure OER can 
be released and used beyond the course 
and platform in which it was created or 
delivered; and

•	 Empower: OER stewards are inclusive 
and strive to meet the diverse needs of 
all learners, including by supporting the 
participation of new and non-traditional 
voices in OER creation and adoption (Pe-
trides et al., 2018).

The CARE framework highlights ele-
ments relevant to the idea of every OER user. 
Specifically, when articulating aspects of 
release, Petrides et al. (2018) contended that 
OER should support “the broadest possible 
use and collaborative revision and remix of 
materials over time. This includes providing 
tools to allow users to download and share 
content beyond the course or platform in 
which it was created or delivered.” Making 
OER available across platforms and modali-
ties informs the ‘empower’ aspect of the 
framework in that 

by reducing the traditional barriers to 
creating and sharing resources and with 
a commitment to conspicuous attribu-
tion, the OER movement benefits and  is 
itself enriched from the broad partici-
pation of individuals seeking to share 
their expertise and contributions with 
others. In turn, this commitment to new 
and non-traditional voices will help the 
OER movement to better serve a more 
inclusive and diverse set of educators 
and learners (Petrides et al., 2018).

As libraries are stewards for their col-
lections, making materials available to and 
reflective of their community of users, every 
OER its reader is a tenet to guide thoughtful 
and intentional OER creation and adoption 
to meet all learner needs.

Every OER its reader suggests that, as 
educators continue to build and make 
available learning objects, they must take 
into account many considerations around 
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technology  and diversity. The openness of 
OER is in the spirit of Ranganathan’s third 
law. While Ranganathan advocated strongly 
for the idea of an “open access library” 
within the context of his time, the senti-
ment remains the same: OER and libraries 
need to remain open as learning objects 
for patrons to fully realize their potential. 
In order to best meet the expectations of 
equitable and inclusive access to education, 
deliberate and intentional design are essen-
tial concerns alongside the development of 
subject content. Frameworks such as CARE 
and other best practices for accessibility and 
open access can serve to truly enable every 
OER its reader.

LAW #3 IN PRACTICE:
•	 Libraries can advocate for the multiplicity 

of OER formats to accommodate learn-
ing preferences and technology access 
(technology agnostic).

•	 OER characteristics and content should 
mirror the communities they serve (com-
munity driven).

LAW #4: SAVE THE TIME OF FACULTY AND 
STUDENTS
Ranganathan’s fourth law of librarian-
ship states that resources should be easily 
discoverable, findable, and accessible. This 
is one of the greatest challenges facing the 
widespread adoption of OER on college 
campuses. Simultaneously, time is one of 
the reasons that OER use is so important. 
Many researchers have asked faculty and 
instructors from institutions of higher 
education about the barriers they face when 
contemplating the use of an open textbook 
in their classroom. In many of these stud-
ies, respondents identified time as a major 
barrier. However, while instructors are faced 
with the decision to sacrifice some of their 
precious time to lower the cost of education 
for students, students are faced with the 
decision of whether to brave their classes 
without a textbook because they cannot af-
ford one. The mission of academic libraries 
is to help both students and faculty succeed, 
and one of the most pressing challenges 
today is the cost, in both money and time, 
necessary to provide students with text-
books and course materials.

Students face many obstacles to success 
when they cannot access a textbook. Due 
to the exorbitant cost of textbooks, many 
students do not buy the textbooks; this can 
result in earning poor grades or choosing 
to take fewer classes overall, extending 

the time they are in school (Hilton, Fischer, 
Wiley, & Williams, 2016, p. 2). Thus, it would 
make a significant difference for these 
students if they had access to textbooks 
for all their courses. They would not waste 
their time in a class they were ill-prepared 
for or spend longer in school as a result of 
the need to spread out their course load to 
afford textbooks. Delimont, Turtle, Bennett, 
Adhikari, and Lindshield (2016, p. 24) have 
suggested that “it may be that increas-
ing student access to learning materials is 
connected with their increased academic 
success” and that OER could be the key to 
higher rates of student success. Both faculty 
and students have stated that the student 
experience is better and more successful 
because of OER’s ease of access and avail- 
ability (Bliss, Robinson, Hilton, & Wiley, 
2013; Delimont et al., 2016). When students 
have textbooks the moment they need 
them, they are more academically success-
ful, meaning that OER, with their free and 
convenient access, are the perfect solution.

The use of OER entails four main time 
barriers: (1) the time it takes to find OER, 
(2) the time it takes to evaluate OER, (3) 
the time it takes to create OER, and (4) the 
time already invested in another textbook 
or teaching material. When considering 
adoption:

Faculty must not only locate OER, but 
also evaluate their appropriateness 
for the given course or lesson they are 
intended to support, the amount of 

revision or adaptation that is required, 
and the overall quality (i.e., accuracy and 
comprehensiveness) of the resources, 
and faculty report that this is a particu-
larly time-consuming task (Colson, Scott, 
& Donaldson, 2017, p. 281).

When Ranganathan (1931) wrote his 
fourth law, his focus was on open access 
stacks versus closed stacks; he posited that 
letting people find their own books saves 
the time of library staff, as well as patrons. 
This is almost the exact opposite of open 
access today, where an overabundance of 
OER can be overwhelming and difficult for 
faculty members to navigate. The uncurated 
and unedited expanse of the Internet is very 
different from the neatly organized stacks 
of a library, making it difficult to find the 
best educational resource for a class. Faculty 
members also reported needing more time 
to evaluate OER because many had not been 
through a review process, and that they 
did not have enough institutional support 
to spend time evaluating a curriculum and 
adopting a new textbook, especially an 
open one. An engineering faculty member, 
for example, reported that they “intend to 
spend the time seeking out, evaluating, and 
adopting some of these resources once they 
obtain tenure” (Belikov & Bodily, 2016, p. 
241). Perhaps by that point, though, this fac-
ulty member will already be accustomed to 
the textbook used in the intervening years 
and decide not to change to OER.

The time invested in a textbook or 
course material is an understandable and 
significant reason faculty members do not 
choose to use OER. Delimont et al. (2016, pp. 
9–10) reported that “the primary reason for 
preferring a traditional text was that he/she 
has taught the course for many years, refin-
ing it over time, and so it was not difficult 
to teach with the textbook.” This is perhaps 
the biggest challenge to overcome, because 
there is little incentive either the library or 
the university can provide that can compare 
to several years of effort and knowledge 
being poured into a textbook, syllabus, and 
learning materials. This is a good reason to 
target efforts for OER use at newer faculty 
members and teaching assistants. If they 
begin their instruction careers with OER, 
they will never have to forsake years of ef-
fort for the cause of saving students money.

If there is not an established OER for the 
course an instructor is teaching, or if what 
exists is too broad or narrow in scope, fac-
ulty members must create their own mate-
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rial. Because universities rarely provide extra 
time or a reduced teaching load to support 
instructors in creating open educational 
materials, providing these would be a major 
incentive for OER adoption. Aside from 
all the time it takes to write a textbook, 
faculty have also “noted that they needed or 
acquired special knowledge to develop the 
resource” (Delimont et al., 2016, 9). The time 
it takes to create an original OER is signifi-
cant and requires a great deal of dedication 
on the part of the faculty.

Today, just as Ranganathan first sug-
gested in 1931, libraries could save the 
time of the reader through the creation 
of user-centered systems and process im-
provements for adopting OER. The first way 
libraries can promote OER is to incentivize 
their use. A few colleges and universi-
ties offer programs that provide financial 
compensation and curricular support for 
time spent creating and evaluating OER. Li-
braries are also well situated to help make 
OER more discoverable. A research guide, 
workshop, or helpful email can go a long 
way in reminding faculty and instructors 
that there are lower-cost options available 
for their courses. Libraries can also sup-
port OER organizations like OpenStax and 
Merlot, which make finding an applicable 
OER more accessible. These sites also share 
evaluations, which can help convince a 
skeptical instructor that this free textbook 
is of good quality. In the end, vocalizing 
support for OER and encouraging uni-
versities and colleges to support OER at 
the institutional level is the best action 
libraries can take. Many faculty members 
have stated that “institutional support for 
the evaluation and adoption of OER would 
increase their likelihood to adopt OER” 
(Belikov & Bodily, 2016, p. 245), which is 
a logical and unsurprising claim. With a 
limited amount of time, it makes sense to 
focus on institutional priorities first.

LAW #4 IN PRACTICE
•	 Libraries can support the discovery 

and adoption of OER by promoting top 
resources and repositories. Libraries can 
also work to make evaluations of OER 
more accessible, which improves their 
credibility.

•	 Libraries can incentivize the use of OER 
by providing institutional support and 
programs with funding and assistance for 
the creation, evaluation, and adoption of 
OER.

LAW #5: OER ARE GROWING ORGANISMS
Ranganathan’s fifth and final law is that 
“a library is a growing organism.” The fifth 
law differs from the previous four in that it 
“enunciates a fundamental principle that 
should govern the planning and organisa-
tion of libraries” (Ranganathan, 1931, p. 
382). Ranganathan identified two ways in 
which an organism grows: in terms of size 
and in terms of variation/evolution. In the 
context of libraries, the former is straight-
forward. In a healthy library organization, 
collections, facilities, and staff will all grow. 
Librarians should include growth projec-
tions in their long-range planning. While the 
space constraints described by Ranganathan 
still impact many of today’s libraries, these 
concerns have been lessened to some de-
gree by the shift to digital file storage, such 
as integrated library systems and digital 
collections of e-books, periodicals, stream-
ing media, etc.

As far as evolution is concerned, Ranga-
nathan provided the example of the shift 
from chained books in the medieval era 
to libraries with circulating collections in 
the early twentieth century. Contemporary 
variation in libraries can be seen in library 
types (e.g.,  a public library versus a research 
university library). The principle of the 

library as “an instrument of universal educa-
tion” (Ranganathan, 1931, p. 415) serves as 
the common thread throughout differing 
iterations of libraries.

While Ranganathan’s fifth law discuss-
es the library organization as growing and 
fluid, books, periodicals, and card catalogs 
provide a type of physical stability that may 
not be present in today’s digital collections. 
For example, even though physical collec-
tions may ebb and flow during acquisitions 
and weeding processes, digital collections 
can be changed more suddenly based on 
licensing agreements and new or lapsing 
subscriptions. Digital resources, which 
may resolve many of the space concerns 
discussed by Ranganathan, also introduce 
the issue of impermanence.

OER are most often found in a digital 
format. To users who prefer print materials, 
this can make OER unattractively nebulous. 
Unlike other digital resources, libraries do 
not need to negotiate or pay for OER sub-
scriptions (although for-profit OER compa-
nies do exist). However, access to OER can 
still be lost if the library does not have its 
own copy. The digital, space-saving nature 
of OER also reduces the incentive to weed 
a collection. If not adequately maintained, 
it is easy for an OER repository to become 
cluttered with many broken links and out-
of-date resources. Librarians who work with 
OER are already well aware of the challeng-
es of such repositories.

Open licensing of OER complicates the 
issue of growth further. On the one hand, an 
open license allows any user to download 
and retain a copy of the work, which adds 
potential permanence. The work can also 
be copied and redistributed ad infinitum, 
which adds potential growth. However, if 
and when the open license grants permis-
sion for the revision and remixing of a work, 
the work itself may change in radical, unpre-
dictable ways. Otto (2008) argued against 
the common metaphor that “ideas are prop-
erty.” Instead, content creators should see 
themselves as the “parent” of an idea, with 
the expectation and understanding “that 
the idea’s development is not complete 
when the parent’s  act of creation is done” 
(Otto, 2008, p. 126). Open licenses give cre-
ators the ability to rethink the very nature of 
their intellectual property. By allowing oth-
ers to create derivatives, copyright holders 
give their works the freedom to grow and 
evolve far beyond their initial iteration.

Ranganathan’s fifth law also recom-
mends that librarians plan for the growth 
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of the library in terms of changing and 
growing staff. By engaging in OER or 
textbook affordability initiatives, academic 
libraries have the opportunity to increase 
their impact and involvement on campus. 
Many libraries are recognizing the need for 
specialized OER librarians to assist users 
with access to and use of OER. This presents 
an added challenge for librarians working at 
institutions where the personnel budget is 
not a growing organism.

The growth and evolution of the resourc-
es themselves may require even greater 
consideration from librarians. Novel ques-
tions, beyond typical reference or research 
concerns, may arise for a librarian working 
with OER. For example, should the library 
host its own copies of OER files or link to 
copies hosted by other institutions? What 
should libraries do when the original work 
is revised? What is the difference between a 
revision by the original author and a revision 
by a different author? How should revisions 
be reflected in the item’s record? How do 
libraries deal with versioning? Who is going 
to do the metadata and repository mainte-
nance work?

It is useful to consider OER as a grow-
ing organism in terms of expanding OER 
collections, evolving open licensed works, 
and increasing need for OER-related labor. In 
framing the fifth law, Ranganathan (1931, p. 
382) stated that “an organism which ceases 
to grow will petrify and perish.” While there 
are many challenges for librarians working 
with OER, it seems unlikely that the inter-
section of librarianship and open education 
will slow down any time soon.

LAW #5 IN PRACTICE
•	 Libraries can support the discoverability, 

adoption, and use of OER by updating and 
maintaining repositories.

•	 Libraries can further engage with OER by 
hiring specialized librarians, reworking 
position descriptions, and engaging with 
affordability initiatives across campus.

CONCLUSION
Ranganathan’s Five Laws of Library Science 
has remained flexible and open to adapta-
tion as new modes of information access, 
resources, and technology have come into 
existence. As the previous sections demon-
strate, OER break barriers to education by 
offering low-cost, high-quality educational 
materials. However, when compared to tra-
ditional course materials, OER have a num-
ber of adoption and maintenance related 
challenges that have implications for library 
practice. Contextualizing OER within Ran-
ganathan’s Five Laws, one of the discipline’s 
most enduring philosophies, gives libraries 
the framework to examine their role in OER 
and how they can best meet the needs of 
students. By advocating for OER and making 
them more discoverable, collaborating with 
faculty to support OER use and creation, and 
incentivizing OER use through institutional 
support, libraries can demonstrate their 
commitment to making education acces-
sible to all students. n
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Feeding Kids 
for Free
BY ELIZABETH KOENIG

Amber Williams and the Deer Park 
location of the Spokane County Library 

District (SCLD) have been feeding kids 
healthy snacks after school and during the 
summer for two and a half years. The library 
has been reimbursed for all of that food 
through two federal programs – the Child 
and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) and 
the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP).

I attended Amber’s session, “Feeding 
Kids for Free” at the WLA Conference in 
Yakima, which was chock full of informa-
tion and details on how to replicate their 
success. It was easy to see how passionate 
Amber is about this program, and after 
hearing her speak I hope more libraries in 
areas experiencing poverty can also begin 
to feed kids for free.

I asked Amber these questions a few 
weeks after the conference.

Q. WHAT HAPPENED TO INSPIRE YOU GET 
INVOLVED WITH FEEDING KIDS AT THE 
LIBRARY?
A. I heard about food scarcity issues in the 
area when we held community conversa-
tions about aspirations and concerns, which 
is what started the inquiry. What really gal-
vanized me to make it happen was watch-
ing local elementary schools kids argue over 
a bruised apple at an afterschool program 
at the library.

Q. WHAT DID YOU NEED TO DO TO 
CONVINCE YOUR LIBRARY DIRECTOR THAT 
THIS WAS A WORTHWHILE ENDEAVOR THAT 
FIT INTO THE MISSION OF THE LIBRARY?
A. I wrote a three-page proposal addressing 
the process, which included detailed work 
plans and research. In Deer Park there was 
no other organization well-suited to take 
on feeding kids. I made the case that the 
library was the best option and then ex-
plained how it could work. I addressed who 

» A Q&A with Spokane County 
Library District’s Amber Williams
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FIRST NAME:_______________________________ 	 LAST NAME: _______________________________________________________

TITLE: _____________________________________ 	 ORGANIZATION: ____________________________________________________

CITY: _ ____________________________________ 	 STATE:___________________________________ ZIP/POSTAL CODE:_ _________

PHONE: ___________________________________ 	 E-MAIL ADDRESS: ___________________________________________________

Bill Me
FIRST NAME: _______________________________ 	 LAST NAME:_ ______________________________________________________

TITLE: _____________________________________ 	 ORGANIZATION: ____________________________________________________

CITY: _ ____________________________________ 	 STATE:___________________________________ ZIP/POSTAL CODE: __________

PHONE: ___________________________________ 	 E-MAIL ADDRESS: ___________________________________________________

PO # (IF APPLICABLE):_________________________

Thank you! Your subscription will begin upon receipt of your payment.

© 2018 LibraryWorks, Inc. All rights reserved. www.LibraryWorks.com 
info@LibraryWorks.com 240.354.1281

Jennifer Newman
PUBLISHER
jenny@libraryworks.com
240.354.1281
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