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Abstract 

This article surveys selected literature on leadership theory and management preparation in 

libraries. It then discusses one librarian’s first experience in management and lessons learned. 
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Introduction 

Many library and information science graduates think little about managing at the 

beginning of their careers. Yet in the flat hierarchy of the academy, those new to the profession 

are often called upon to serve as managers of departments and institution-wide projects.  For 

librarians who do not officially hold the title of manager, a host of supervisory duties may await 

them in their first professional positions. Unfortunately, the traditional LIS curriculum does not 

adequately prepare graduate students for the level of management responsibility assumed in 

many entry-level positions. In my case, as a junior librarian at Indiana State University, I 

immediately assumed responsibility for supervising a team of student workers, and I was called 

upon to serve as Acting Chair of Special Collections, supervising staff and peer librarians. In an 

academic library, the person who is your peer today could be your subordinate tomorrow, your 

boss next year, and finish up as your peer again because of tenure, staffing shortfalls, sabbaticals, 

fellowships, and part-time professional positions. In this paper, I will recount how I went from 

being a member of a department to managing that same department at a mid-sized, public 

university and review literature pertaining to library leadership and management.  

 

Methodology 

 

In order to provide context for the discussion of my experience as a new manager, a 

search of library literature was conducted to discover how library leadership and management 

are defined, how leadership theory is applied in libraries, and how individuals at other academic 

institutions are preparing for management positions. Research terms used during the search 

include “academic libraries and leadership,” “academic libraries and middle management,” and 

“academic libraries and career development.” Recalled materials included in this literature 

review cover the period from 1990 through 2013. 
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Literature Review 

Leadership and management are terms that are often used interchangeably; however, the 

literature indicates there are distinct differences in theory. Those in management are frequently 

identified by their functional responsibilities within the organization, such as budget preparation 

and personnel management (Chang & Bright, 2012; Farrell, 2013; Galbraith, Smith, & Walker, 

2012; Giltstrap, 2009; Hernon, 2003; Kalin, 2008; Mosley, 2004; Rooney, 2010; Westfall, 

Johnson, & Royse, 2013). In contrast, leadership is regularly identified by the soft skills required 

to influence people, such as creating vision, trust, and a healthy work environment (Albritton, 

1990; Bennis & Goldsmith, 1994; DeLong, 2009; Ellis, 2005; Gaynor, 2004; Giltstrap, 2009; 

Kalin, 2008; Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Similarly, leadership is also expressed as a process that is 

self-reflective and may be learned and improved upon (Albritton, 1990). In Developing 

Leadership and Skills: A Source Book for Librarians, those in leadership roles are defined as 

self-aware, and they continually pursue opportunities for personal growth.  

Much has been written about leadership theory. Some authors used a behavioral approach 

to examine leadership and have published lists of descriptive qualities one should work to obtain 

in order to be an effective manager or leader (Bennis & Goldsmith, 1994; Gaynor, 2004; Hernon, 

2003; Sheldon, 1991). Yet others dispute the usefulness of lists since no individual can achieve 

all traits and skills attributed to success (DeLong, 2009; Feldmann, Level, & Liu, 2013; 

Galbraith, Smith, & Walker, 2012; Kalin, 2008; Rath & Conchie, 2008; Rooney, 2010). Shared 

Leadership, or Team Based Leadership, is another leadership theory applied to the field of 

library and information science (Cawthorne, 2010; DeLong, 2009; Giltstrap, 2009). This theory 

of leadership empowers individuals at all levels of an organization to be involved in the decision 

making process (Cawthorne, 2010; DeLong, 2009). In addition, some scholars interpret 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs as a method to motivate the individual or team within an 

organization (Albritton, 1990; Ellis, 2005; Gaynor, 2004). Maslow asserts there is a universal 

hierarchy of needs that include physiological needs, safety needs, love needs, esteem needs, and 

self-actualization. While Bennis & Goldsmith (2001), Kouzes & Posner (2012), Rath & Conchie 

(2008), and Sheldon (1991) do not cite Maslow’s hierarchy, they do emphasize that successful 

motivational leaders create a stable environment of trust. Safety and stability (trust) are 

positioned at the second level of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, and according to Rath & 

Conchie (2008), trust, compassion, stability, and hope are the four basic needs of followers.  

In 2009 Donald Giltstrap advanced research in leadership theory with the publication of 

his extensive historiographical analysis of theories in organizational leadership and their 

application in libraries. He states that early Behavioral and Cognitive Theory applied to 

leadership focuses on skills and traits, and he continues the discussion with an examination of 

other organizational leadership theories such as Shared Leadership and Transformational 

Leadership. Transformational Leadership supports followers “[…] to find purpose beyond 

individual wants and needs while searching for collective transformation of the organization 

through their interaction and learning with others” (Giltstrap, 2009, p. 61). Rather than approach 

library leadership through the lens of a single theory, Giltstrap advocates for a synthesized 

approach to organizational leadership, exploring the intersection of multiple theories. 

Succession planning, or preparing the next generation of managers, is another topic with 

which scholars are concerned.  While some authors describe leadership as an indispensable 

component of management (Gaynor, 2004; Hernon, 2003; Mosley, 2004), the literature also 

recognizes those in a position of leadership need not have a management title, and that leadership 

opportunities may occur at all levels in the organizational hierarchy (Cawthorne, 2010; DeLong, 
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2009; Galbraith, 2012; Giltstrap, 2009; Kalin, 2008). In her article, Kalin states that “you can be 

an excellent leader without being an administrator, but you cannot be an excellent administrator 

without being an excellent leader” (p. 262). Providing practical opportunities, such as attendance 

at leadership institutes and mentoring, for individuals to discover innate strengths and their own 

brand of leadership is an important method of preparation for management and leadership 

(DeLong, 2009; Feldmann, 2013; Galbraith, 2012; German, Owen, Parchuck, & Sandore, 2009; 

Kalin, 2008; Mason & Wetherbee, 2004; Rath & Conchie, 2008; Rooney, 2010; Weiner, Breivik, 

Clark, & Caboni, 2009). However, with shrinking budgets and staff, providing the financial 

support to attend leadership institutes and finding time for mentoring is becoming more 

problematic (Rooney, 2010). 

Experience 

When I was a new librarian, my dean called upon me to fill in as Acting Chair of Special 

Collections while my immediate supervisor, the Chair of Special Collections, went on sabbatical 

for six months. The Special Collections department is divided into three divisions: University 

Archives, Digital Initiatives, and Rare Books. As Acting Chair, I directly supervised two full-

time librarians, one part-time librarian, the University Archivist, and three library assistants. At 

the time I received this appointment, I had held my position as Metadata Librarian for just over a 

year and had no prior managerial experience or leadership training. As the literature indicates, 

managers must perform the daily administrative duties to run a department; however, I believed 

my time as Acting Chair would be mostly consumed with aspects of the position such as 

attending meetings, generating reports, and project planning (Farrell, 2013; Rooney, 2010). 

Instead, I spent a considerable amount of time developing new leadership skills, such as 

motivating staff and promoting a positive work environment (Albritton, 1990; Bennis & 
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Goldsmith, 1994; DeLong, 2009; Ellis, 2005; Gaynor, 2004; Giltstrap, 2009; Kalin, 2008; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2012). 

During my transition to managing the Special Collections department, I hired a librarian 

to cover my position as Metadata Librarian. Since the position was temporary, no search 

committee was involved and I was solely responsible for interviewing and hiring for the position. 

Although she had no prior academic experience, the librarian I hired had experience in 

cataloging and picked up working with metadata very quickly. As she was new to academe and 

this was a temporary appointment, I felt it was important to assign her projects that she could use 

for future job searches. Using a shared leadership approach, we worked together to design 

projects that would benefit the department and provide her with a finished product (Cawthorne, 

2010; DeLong, 2009). After working with her for a brief period I discovered she thrived while 

working independently, and I allowed her to do so. By the time her position ended she had 

created a digitization plan and digital exhibit for an extensive collection.  

While Acting Chair, I supervised a staff member who had recently been moved from 

Rare Books to University Archives due to organizational restructuring. This individual was very 

unhappy about the transfer after working more than a decade in Rare Books and was having a 

difficult time making the transition. We discussed continuing education opportunities in which 

he was interested, and I advocated for him to receive library funding and time on the job for 

studying. This interaction taught me the value of understanding his needs and reinvesting in his 

job skills and appeals to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs as a method of motivation (Albritton, 

1990; Ellis, 2005; Gaynor, 2004). Today, this staff member is more satisfied and prepared to be 

successful in his new position. These are just a couple of instances in which I was challenged to 

care for the professional development of those reporting to me. Some staff worked very well 
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independently, while others needed more guidance and encouragement. I learned on the job 

about the importance of supporting the individual’s strengths, selecting the right team members, 

and being aware of staff needs (Rath & Conchie, 2008). Having no management experience or 

preparation, I modeled my behavior and decision making after managers whom I respect. 

Conclusion 

While the above are two positive examples of my management experience, there are 

other aspects of the position that did not come instinctively, such as working with donors and 

creating reports for the ISU Foundation. I also attended meetings of the Deans Advisory Council, 

for which I felt unprepared. Some form of training or preparation, if only on a small scale, would 

have been helpful. In my situation, it is unlikely I would have been able to attend leadership 

training recommended in the literature (Feldmann, Level, & Liu, 2013; Kalin, 2008; German, 

Owen, Parchuck, & Sandore, 2009; Mason & Wetherbee, 2004; Weiner, Breivik, Clark, & 

Caboni, 2009). However, another important component of succession planning is establishing a 

mentor/mentee relationship (Gits, 2008), and I had a strong mentor on the management team in 

my library. After reading the literature for this article, I understand my management style 

includes elements of Shared Leadership Theory and appealing to the needs of those I supervise 

as indicated in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. I also recognize how important reading the 

literature is in preparing to enter management. For individuals moving into their first 

management position, I would recommend reading through the literature and finding a mentor. 

This will be especially helpful for those who cannot attend courses on management or leadership 

institutes. 
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