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As early as 1986, academic librarians 
began anticipating the “graying of the 

profession” and predicting the impending 
crisis of workforce, particularly for leader-
ship.1 They commonly suggest that the 
mass departure of baby boomers from the 
workforce will leave libraries struggling to 
find qualified leaders with the vision and 
knowledge necessary to propel the pro-
fession into the 21st century. Thirty years 
later, librarians are still concerned about 
not having sufficient future leadership. 
Leadership forums at national, regional, 
and local conferences and meetings often 
include one or more sessions that discuss 
the issue. However, besides mentorship and 
delayed retirement, very few viable long-
term strategies are offered for handling the 
potential loss of leadership. 

One solution not readily offered but 
worthy of strong consideration is position-
ing the qualified, capable workforce already 
employed in libraries to fill those gaps. This 
is accomplishable through five leadership 
activities: developing organization-specific 
leadership competencies, identifying in-
dividuals with leadership potential, hon-
ing leadership skills through professional 
development, creating opportunities for 
leadership, and succession planning. 

Develop organization-specific 
leadership competencies
Developing leadership competencies that 
are measurable, justifiable, and easily at-
tached to other performance indicators 
(e.g., annual review) allows libraries to 
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benchmark leadership progression. To 
achieve this, library administrators might 
consider working with the library or univer-
sity’s human resources manager or a con-
sultant to develop a set of core leadership 
competencies that are essential for potential 
leaders working in their library. This list 
would consist of general and organiza-
tional-culture specific competencies that 
address the skills and personal attributes 
necessary to provide leadership within a 
specific organization.2 Some commonly 
listed attributes for leadership include:3,4 

• flexibility, adaptability, and a willing-
ness to accept and manage change;

• visionary, strategic planning, and re-
source management;

• cultural competence;
• advocacy;
• ability to set priorities, manage time, 

and multi-task;
• innovation and collaboration;
• self-awareness, self-knowledge, and 

emotional intelligence;
• decision-making and problem-solving 

ability; 
• understanding of library trends; and
• influence.

Identifying potential leaders
Working to identify potential leaders can 
prove challenging in academic libraries 



November 2016 493 C&RL News

because not everyone with the potential 
for leadership has received an opportunity 
to demonstrate that capacity. Additionally, 
libraries often allow a great deal of autono-
my, which does not always provide staffers 
the occasion to showcase their leadership 
skills. As a result, library administrators 
should make every effort to look beyond 
those librarians with assigned leadership 
roles to ascertain if other individuals with 
emergent leadership characteristics dem-
onstrate the potential for future library 
leadership. 

John Lubans Jr. describes these individu-
als as organizational spark plugs. A spark 
plug is someone with high energy, emotion-
al intelligence, good humor, people skills, 
and a can-do attitude. They are highly pro-
motable because they help the organization 
realize important objectives, act on good 
ideas, initiate, need little encouragement, 
follow through, and collaborate.”5 	

Honing leadership 
Once the library administration has identi-
fied the individuals who show potential for 
library leadership in the future, they should 
begin honing their leadership skills through 
professional development. Both internal 
and external programs can serve to address 
leadership development. Internal programs 
will allow the library to customize the train-
ing towards their organizational culture and 
personalize the programs to address indi-
vidual strengths and weaknesses. Internal 
library leadership development programs 
can be highly effective and, depending on 
structure, a budget-friendly method to de-
velop leadership within a particular library. 

Additionally, internal programs allow the 
library the flexibility to develop individuals 
over time and can vary in format. For ex-
ample, Washington State University (WSU) 
Libraries created an internal leadership train-
ing program that offered a combination of 
presentations on leadership style, mini case 
studies, and discussion group activities. 

Because the program was maintained 
internally, WSU was able to change topics 

and build on individual skills from one 
cohort to the next.6 

External leadership training programs 
are also an option for developing indi-
viduals within the library who demonstrate 
leadership potential. External leadership 
programs give individuals an opportunity 
to learn from industry leaders and develop 
a network of peers to use as resources. 
Moreover, because the pool of prospective 
applicants is larger for association-level 
leadership programs, they can also target 
specific groups of individuals, such as mi-
norities or beginning professionals. 

Within the field of library science, many 
associations host librarian leadership pro-
grams that focus on leadership at various 
career stages. ALA sponsors a leadership 
institute that provides a four-day immersion 
into leadership preparation and personal 
development. This institute, led by past-
ALA president Maureen Sullivan and former 
ACRL content strategist Kathryn Deiss, 
offers structured learning focused on the 
midcareer librarian (five years or more) with 
a leadership background and an interest in 
greater leadership roles. 

The Association of Research Libraries 
(ARL) offers two leadership institutes. 
The Leadership & Career Development 
Program is aimed at midcareer, ethnic mi-
nority librarians and The ARL Leadership 
Fellows Program which targets executive 
library leaders. These programs are unique 
because they function over an extended 
period of time—18 and 12 months, respec-
tively. Numerous other national, regional, 
and university associations offer leadership 
training opportunities for librarians demon-
strating the potential for leadership, includ-
ing Harvard Graduate School for Education. 

Creating opportunities for leadership 
Once you have identified individuals in your 
library with leadership potential and given 
them opportunities to develop their leader-
ship skills through either internal or external 
initiatives, then allow them to lead. This may 
be challenging for libraries with a hierarchi-
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cal organizational structure because libraries 
that follow the higher education model of 
fixed appointments and long-tenured staff, 
may not have the flexibility to create new 
or short-term positions. However, the op-
portunities still can exist. 

For example, the Robert W. Woodruff 
Library of the Atlanta University Center 
(RWWL) created two internal coordinator 
positions. In the case of the RWWL, librar-
ians on the research and instruction team 
who show talent for leadership positions are 
given the opportunity to apply, interview, 
and potentially serve as either a coordinator 
of selection or instruction. The coordinator 
position lasts for three years, and the appoin-
tee oversees one or more library projects 
in the area. The coordinator is responsible 
for all administrative duties associated with 
position, including developing budgets and 
annual reports. Coordinators are reviewed 
annually by members of their team and the 
unit head. This process allows the coordina-
tor to benefit from increased management 
exposure and accountability on a leadership 
level while assuming an opportunity to “try 
on” leadership before committing to it.7 

Another option for libraries in close prox-
imity to each other or who are a part of the 
same regional association is to partner to 
provide short-term leadership opportunities. 

For example, Pennsylvania Academic 
Library Consortium, Inc. (PALCI) and North-
ern Pacific Library Association could create 
and maintain a library leadership exchange 
program. Ideally, individuals with potential 
for leadership who work for libraries with-
out open positions or who are not ready to 
assume a full-time position will gain some 
leadership experience by working temporar-
ily with a different organization.

Recently, the Association of Southeastern 
Research Libraries (ASERL) partnered with 
the HBCU Alliance to facilitate a leadership 
exchange program. In this partnership, li-
brarians participating in the program spent 
two weeks at the partnering institution 
working in various leadership capacities. 
Similar programs also exist outside of the 

library profession. The Memphis Leadership 
Exchange and the International Visitor Lead-
ership Program support similar arrangements 
for longer periods of time. 

Succession planning
Finally, libraries must commit to the long-
term leadership potential of these individuals 
by planning for them to lead the organiza-
tion in the future. This succession planning 
not only benefits the individual, but the 
organization benefits from continual, ef-
fective leadership, while knowing that the 
current leadership may retire or leave for 
other positions. 

Succession planning, like strategic plan-
ning, is a forecast of how the library plans to 
respond to environmental changes. Success-
ful succession planning shows the current 
library leadership and those with leadership 
potential what the staffing needs might be 
so that together both groups can begin to 
prepare for those needs. For that reason, best 
practices for succession planning suggest 
that organizations:8 

• keep it the plan simple, easy to use, 
and readily accessible; 

• open process to all employees;
• secure involvement of all key players; 
• analyze the organization’s workforce; 
• identify and prioritize workforce gaps;
• identify individuals within the organiza-

tion who might makeup the pipeline; and 
• follow-up with individuals identified 

through career planning and mentoring.
The process focuses on preparing the 

library to handle potential workforce gaps 
rather than prepping individuals to fill spe-
cific jobs so that individuals throughout the 
library are ready to lead. The succession 
planning process also has the potential 
to foster mentorships between individuals 
with current leadership responsibility and 
individuals with the potential to assume that 
responsibility. While succession planning is 
mentioned last, it does not necessarily come 
last. In fact, it can actually be the reason 
why the above-mentioned strategies are 
implemented. 



November 2016 495 C&RL News

Conclusion
In an effort to lure those interested in mana-
gerial leadership, verbiage can be added to 
employment descriptions that briefly explain 
the leadership training possibilities connect-
ed to that position. Providing professional 
development opportunities and whole staff 
in-service events will allow time for those 
who are interested in leadership to gain 
the experience needed, while serving as a 
springboard for identifying those employees 
who may not have considered leadership. 

Identifying personal characteristics and 
personality traits early on will give library 
administrators the information they need to 
build leadership programs that will hone 
in on employees’ personal strength, which 
could potentially develop them for leader-
ship opportunities. Once employees’ self-
efficacy is increased, they are more likely to 
believe in their capabilities to lead and as a 
result, pursue leadership positions. 

Administrators across the profession 
must work cohesively to ensure that ad-
equate leadership is in place to maintain 
and properly manage the vast amounts of 
information accessible in the world’s librar-
ies. No longer does the luxury exist where 
library administrators can solely focus on 
the needs of their particular program, they 
must now offer training and development 
programs that will instill the skills in future 
library leadership professionals needed to be 
successful in the field as a whole. Libraries 
within the same system or in close proximity 
can work collaboratively to create projects 
that provide leadership opportunities, while 
increasing the possibility of networking and 
sharing ideas. 

Ultimately, libraries already employ the 
leaders that they seek, they need only to 
cultivate the potential of leadership within.
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